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CHAPTER ONE 


n the morning of 21 March 1918, soldiers in the 
British 5th Army received an unpleasant sur 


prise when an artillery bombardment began and 


pummelled their forward positions in an area near 
River, Wi 
shells onto this.section, small groups of élite, light 


the Somme 


ile German gunners hurled 


infantry ‘commandos crept past the British Army's 
d clouds of 


frontline, hidden by the morning fog a 
gas remnants. Armed with light machine-guns, 
portable mortars, flame-throwers, grenades and other 


weapons, these company and battalion-size units were 


known as the Sturmtruppen (storm troops) or 
Stosstruppen (shock troops) 

When the artillery barrage ended, the storm 
battalions struck, using their weapons 10 disrupt 
communication and supply lines within the 5th Army 


and open wide gaps within the-forward zone of the 


British defence network. This surprise action enabled 
18th 


advance 11.2km (7 miles) by the end of the day. Less 


General Oskar von Hutier and his Army to 


than a week later, his forces seized the French rail 


«entre of Montdidier and opened a gap 16km 


Left: Adolf Hitler, Chancellor of Germany, addresses a 
rally at Templehof in Berlin in the mid-1930s. The SS 
men in the immediate foreground are members of his 
personal bodyguard, the Leibstandarte-SS Adolf Hitler. 


(10 miles) between the British and French 


Thanks in part to the Stosstruppen, the 


wide 


nies. 
German Spring Offensive of 1918 had a promising 
beginning, night break the long 
stalemate that had prevailed along the Westerri Front 


nd seemed as if it 


during World War I 


FURTHER Success 
On 9 April, another group of shock troops under the 


command of General Ferdinand von Quast routed a 


division of Portuguese soldiers during an assault on 


the Belgian rail centre of Hazebrouck. This operation 


enabled Quast and his 6th Army to advance 4.8km 


(3 miles) into enemy territory before being checked 


by the British Ist Army. Later in the month, the 
Gei 


seemed possible that they might achieve a break- 


nans occupied Passchendale Ridge, and it 


through in Flanders. 

On many earlier occasions, military commanders 
had used infiltration tactics to achieve decisive 
victory in the war. In September 1917, Hutier seemed 
to have perfected the effective deployment of storm 
troopers when hé-used them to capture the port of 


Riga from the Russians. A month later, General Otto 


von Below crushed the Italians at Caporetto using 


similar units, Late in November, a successful counter- 


attack by Stossiruppen commandos enabled the 
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m Wood near Cambrai. 


Germans to recapture Bouri 
Suitably impressed with the results of these actions, 


General Erich von Ludendorff ordered Hutier and 


Below to use storm bi 


lions on a-Kirge scale to 


inaugurate Operation ‘Michael’, the gr 
offensive of 1918, 


spring 


Ultimately, the^spring offensive failed due to 
miscalculations made by Ludendorff, its chief archi 
tect, and the insufficient number of German forces 
available that were needed to exploit the initial 
successes achieved by the storm battalions and other 
units. In effect, it was the last bolt fired from the 
German war machine aimed at achieving a victory in 
World War 1. Its failure ensured that the growing 
numerical superiority of the Allied armies would 
eventually force Gi 


many into suing for an armistice 


and accepting the termsámposed by its enemies 


FELIX STEINER 

Despite this unfavourable outcome, the effective 
deployment of the storm battalions gave some of the 
younger, and more innovative members of the 
German officer corps the inspiration to construct a 


new military organization that would employ similar 


methods of mobility and infiltration against enemy 
forces. If this feat could be accomplished, they might 


be able to prevail when future conflicts engulfed 


Europe. One such officer was Second Lieutenant 
Felix Steiner, a decorated soldier who was disilla- 


sioned by the futility and waste of the static trench 


€ he had experienced on the Western Front 
In the aftermath of the war, Be and other young 
ild 


S, the personal 


reformers would develop an organization that we 
eventually be known as the Waffen 
army of Adolf Hitler and his Nationalsozialistishe 
Deutsche Arbeiterpartei (N 
Workers Party, or NSDAP) 

During the interwar period, Nazi protection 


ional Socialist. German 


squads known as the Schutzstaffel (SS) attracted 


volunteers from all over Germany, eventually 
enabling the SS organization to establish an armed 
paramilitary force with regimentaksize units. By the 
outbreak of World War II, the Third Reich was able to 


organize these regiments into divisions: One such 


division would eventually be known as the Das Reich 
Divisior 
formidable collection of crack troops equipped with 


or the 2nd SS-Panzer-Division Das Reich, a 


modern tanks, weapons and other equipment. As a 
age of the NSDAP, it was the 
and one of the most effective, Waffen-SS divisions to 


military appe: rst. 
develop from what was originally just a small-cadre of 
bodyguards charged with the task of protecting Hitler 
and other Nazi political leaders 

ons of World War I served 


If the élite storm batta 
as a model for a,new German army for Steiner and 
other reformminded officers, the divisive political 


FOUNDATION 


war Ge ed the 


nany cr 


atmosphere of pe 


environment that would di 


aw zealous young men to 


the Nazi party and its uniformed, activist organiz: 
tions. Unable to find satistying explanations for their 
defeat in the conflict, many Germans found scape- 
goats to blame for the “stab in the back’ that had led 
to the humiliating and (in their view) vindictive 
Versailles Peace Treaty imposed by the Allies, Such 
scapegoats included liberals, socialists, Jews andother 


elements in society that seemed unpatsiötic. The 


fragile Weimar government was alsó.an object of vilifi- 
cation and was widely pergeived as weak and corrupt 


Amid th 


postwar malaise, ¢xtrentist political 


ished, While some-sought to restore 


groups flou 
Germany to its pre-war’ glory, others — such as the 
Communists and the NSDAP — wanted the cre 
a completely’ new social order. In addition, 


tion of 


paramilitary groups proliferated throughout. the 


country and engaged in organized violence against 


Below: Stosstruppen undergoing training with flam 
in May 1917. These elite. 


German spring 


throwers near Sedan in Franc 


troops acted as the spearhe 
offensive of March 1918. 
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their political opponents. On the left, the Communist 
Spartacists waged their battles on behalf of the 
proletariat, On the right, nationalist war veterans, still 
wearing their uniforms, joined such militarist groups 
as the Freikorps and the Stahlhelm, which were deter- 
mined to restore Germany to its pre-war greatness, 
In the early 1920s, the NSDAP was one óf many 


obscure, extremist political parties competing for 
power in postwar Germany. Hówever, their most 


notic 


nan, Adolf Hitler, was emerging as 


able spoke: 


an effective and charismatic leader who was attracting 


attention and growing support for the party. During 


this time, he and other N: 


ional Socialist politicia 
provoked strong reactions as they delivered fiery 
speeches throughout the country. In this climate of 
strife, discontent and deep ideological divisions, such 
activities led to violent clashes with Communists and 
other leftwingers. To protect Nazi leaders from 
armed a 


possible assassination 


tempts, the party 
IE 


security c 


ganization 


Above: Members of the Freikorps on the streets of Berlin 
during the General Strike of 1919. Ex-soldiers, they had 
been radicalised by Germany's defeat, and many had 


sympathies with the views of the early Nazi Party. 


A new uniformed political force emerged at the 
same time and began to compete in this violent arena. 
or Storm Detachment), 
ry wing of the Nazi party. 


d the Sturmabteilung (S/ 


th 
Dressed in distinct, brown uniforms and adorned with 


y were the paramili 


armbands bearing the swastika, the infamous emblem 
of the NSDAP, its volunteers were referred to as 
g Nazi polit- 


ating up any 


‘Storm Troopers’ or ‘Brown Shirts ADi 


ical rallies, these men kept order by be 
hecklers who attempied io disrupt speeches 

The Sturmabteilung consisted mostly of rowdy street 
thugs and hooligans whose loyalty rested primarily 


with their leader, Ernst Röhm. Hitler was not yet the 


1 he needed an 


undisputed ruler of his party, 


organization with members that were loyal to him 


FOUNDATION 


personally. Accordingly, he and his supporters 
recruited the more disciplined members of the SA 
into the Stabswache (Headquarters Guard), a new 
security unit that filled such a role. 


New BonvauARD 

Within a few months, Hitler had dissolved the 
Headquarters Guard and replaced it with a new out- 
fit known as thé Stosstruppen (Shock Troop) Adolf 
Hitler, On 9 November 1923, members of this unit 
distinguished themselves during the Beer Hall 
Putsch, a notorious fiasco in which Hitler led a small 
force 


f SA ‘Brown Shirts’ in a feeble attempt to over- 
throw the government of Bavaria. While the SA 
fought with government forces, his shock troops 
placed themselves in harm’s way to prevent any injury 
from befalling their leader. By the time the attempt- 
ed putsch was over, at least 10 Stosstruppen had 
sacrificed themselves so that Hitler might live. 
Impressed with the dedication shown by his body- 
guards, Hitler ordered his faithful chauffeur, Julius 


Schreck, to form a larger and more formidable secu- 
rity service after the two men served a brief prison 


sentence for their attempt to overthrow the Bavai 
government. Accordingly, in April 1925, Schreck and 
a small group of other party activists established a 
detachment known as the Schutzkommando, which 
would be the nucleus of a new organization, tht 
Schutzstaffel, or SS. Eventually, the SS would fall under 
the control of the Reichs Heinrich Himmler, 
one of Hitler's most loyal lieutenants 

Nominally attached to the much-arger SA, the SS 
grew quickly, establishing local units throughout 
Germany. Although Hitler did not wish to see his new 
organization deluged with masses of low-quality 
its membership 


volunteers, he allowed it to incr 


so that it would serve as a counterweight to Röhm and 


Below: Hitler supporters during the abortive Munich 
Putsch of 1923, when Hitler 
coup. Although worn by several men here, the swastika 


jempted to seize power in a 


was not yet exclusively a symbol of the Nazi Party. 


" 
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his unruly, autonomous, brown-shirted organization 
To create more of a visual distinction between the two 
iler (not a fi 
black uniforms to the SS in 19° 


Shortly after bes g the Ch; 


organizations H id of Röhm) issued 


mir icellor of Germany 


in 1933, Hitler used the burning of the Reichstag as a 


pretext for issuing a series of deerees enabling him to 


establish a totalitarian -r 


e. While his party 
consolidated its power and eradicated the last rem 


nants of competing political g 


ups, the growth and 


nization of SS units within the districts of the 


Coüntry became more standardized and systematic 
In each district, local officials mobilized about 100 


armed SS troops into a Stabswache, or 


Headquarters 


Guard’. These units would become the building 


blocks of an emerging armed service within the SS. 
When the 


men in each Headquarters Guard 


steps of the 
ch in 1930. 
the front 


Sepp Dietrich is second from the right 


completed a prescribed training regimen, it became 
a Sonderkommando (Spec 


il Detachment), performing 


the role of an auxil 


y police force. If this detach 


ment grew larger than an army, company, its 


commander could declare it a Pélitische Bereitschaft 
I Re 1 Ala 


and establish a militaty "organization 


(Politic 


liness Squad, of Politic 


Squad) 
dividing his 
force into sections; platoons, companies and battal 
ions. Eventually, this nationwide network of Politcal 
Readiness Squads would be absorbed into the 
SS-Verfügungstruppen (SSNT, or Special Purpose 
Troops), which in 1940 would be called the Waffen-SS. 


FOUNDATION 


LEIBSTANDARTE-SS ADOLF HITLER 

In Berlin, Hitler authorized his long-time bodyguard, 
SS-Gruppenführer (Lieutenant-General) Josef ‘Sepp’ 
Dietrich, to form a headquarters guard which would 
be charged specifically with the task of protecting the 
Führer himself. After undergoing some changes in 
name and assimilating other-detachments 
ranks, the new outfit would be kno 
Leibstandarte-SS Adolf Hiller (SS Bodyguard Regiment 
dolf Hitler) Stationed in the Lichterfelde barracks 
in Berlin, the regiment quickly became a noticeable 


the 


presence ii pital, with its members dressed i 
distinct, black uniforms while they marched through 
the streets and surrounded their ruler with a pha 
of protection, Although this unit 
SS unit under the jurisdiction of Himmler, it was 


ly an autonomous Hitler had 


as nomina 


force that 


delegated directly to Dietrich. 
Until June 1934, the 
and obscure outfit compared to its parent group, the 


S remained a relatively small 


SA. At its peak, after forcing the rightwing Stahlhelm 
to merge with it, Röhm’s SA boasted at least 25 
million members; Now a cabinet official in the 
Army captain, 


and 


German Government, Röhm, an e: 
sought-to reorganize the Ministry of Defer 
"bring his Brown Shirts into the armed forces. Not sur- 


the military establishment recoiled at the ide 


ficers of 
of 
incorporating a large body of rowdy street brawlers 
into their ranks and, with some justification, suspe 
ed Rohm of attempting to usurp their authority abd 
turn the army into his own revolutionary-érganiza 


isingly, the very conservative, 


tion, thereby increasing his own power base. 
Fortunately for them, Hitler also perceived his old 
a threat. Although. Hitler was now the 
Chancellor of Germany, he was not yet the unchal- 
lenged leader of the NSDAP. As the chief of staff of 
. Röhm remained a potential rival, represent- 
ate a 


comrade a 


the 
inga 
genuine political and soc 
Himmler, Rei 
convinced Hitler to s 
light. By this time, these SS officials wanted the di 
mation of the SA in order that their own net 


on within the party that sought to 


ic 


entually, 


al revoluti 


hard Heydrich and other SS leaders 


the SA commander in this 


could monopolize the control of state terror. 
Suddenly Róhm had become a common enemy to 
Hitler, the German Armed Forces high command 
and the SS. 

To remove this threat, and to gain the support of 
the senior officers of the armed forces, Hitler autho- 
rized the SS to move against the SA. In June 1934, the 
Führer personally led a raiding party that arrestéd 
Róhm and other Storm Troopers near Munich. With 
these men confined in the Stadelheim prison in 


Munich, Hitler dispatched two companies of the 
epp Dietrich to 
Scrupulously following Hitler's orders, 


Leibstandarte under the command of S 
the a 


Dietrich and his killing squad shot Röhm and several 
other itimates in the facility, Throughout Germany, 
t. 150 SA activists 


SS firing squads liquidated at lea 


and other imagined enemies during a period that 


would be known as "The Night of the Long Knives’, In 
bscurity, 


the wake of this purge, the SA faded into 
while the SS continued to grow and gain greater 
power in the Nazi regime. 

Later in the year, Himmler sought to develop his 
Politische Bereitschaften into a larger and more Cohesive 
figh At 
first, Hitler endorsed this initiative without any appar- 


g force that would resemble“a true arm: 


ent reserv 


ion and allowed the Reichsführer to issue 


confiscated SA weaponry to the SS units. Howeve 


ior officers in the military establishment was just 


wary of this action as they had been of those taken 
by Röhm and thus pressured the Führer into curtail- 
ing Himmler's efforts. As a result, Hitler initially 


allowed the SS commander to 


aise only three armed 
infantry regiments and rebuked a request to form 
them into a division with pioneer and artillery detach- 


ments. In addition, Hitler further placated the gener- 
als of the German Army by decreeing that the new 
organization, the SS-Verfiigungstruppen, was merely a 


party organization and would: not be used for 
tary purposes unless war broke out, 
Despite these, restrictions, Himmler remained 


any 


determined tp construct a formidable paramilitary 
organization, and he recruited seasoned 
nize SSVT volunteers. One 


ans to train and org 
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A-BORSIG 


MASCHINENBAU AG 
BERLIN-TEGEL 


FOUNDATION 


Prussian who had won several medals.in the Great 


War and continued to serve in the army before retir 
After leaving the army, Hausser had 


served briefly as a member of the Stathelm World War 


ing in 1932 


organization and the SA before electing to 
nk of Standartenführer (Colonel) 


Ivet 
join the SS at the 
He would ultimately achieve the rank of SS- 


Oberstgruppenführer und Generaloberst der Waffen-SS 


(Colonel-General) 


HAUSSER’S TRAINING REGIME 
The following year, in his new role as the official 


responsible for overseeing the training of SS person 


nel, Hausser established an officer's training acade: 
my, the SS-Junkerschule Braunschweig, in a castle that 
had once belonged to the Duke of Brunswick. Even 
before the creation of this institution, the SS had 
another facilityyahe SSJunkerschule Bad Tölz (Bad 


Tölz SS Cadet School), which another of its of 


Pauf-Lettow, had founded in October 1934. Within 
these establishments, Hausser sought to emulate 


many of the training methods of the old army. 


In a short time, these efforts proved to be very 
ge 
is and youthf 


successful. The SS quickly attracted a la mber of 


cx-police officers, army veter zealots 


that formed the nucleus of a commissioned and non. 


commissioned officer corps for an emerging’ NSDAP 


army, When these volunteers graduated from their 


schools, Hausser dispersed them to the 


is SS-VT battalions in order to build these units 


up into full-size regiments. Impressed with the results, 
ank of 
eneral) and appointed him 


Himmler promoted Hausser 10 the 


Brigadeführer (Major 
Inspector of the SS-VT 
Although he now possessed an impressive-sound- 


ler of the 


ing title, Hausser was not the absolute le 
SS-Verfügungstruppen. Instead, his appointment 
merely authorized him to oversee the training of the 


organization's volunteers, To keep the district 


Left: An 
power in Jan 


SA lorry on the night of Hitler's accession to 
ary 1933. 


would break the organiz: 


ittle more than a year later he 


» utterly, The banners on the 


truck carry propaganda messages. 
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commanders content with their own local power, 
Himmler permitted them to re 


n their autonomy. 
He also avoided any conflict with Sepp Dietrich, his 
nominal subordinate, by allowing Hausser to attend 
Leibstandarte parades only as a passive observer while 
Dietrich retained total control oven that unit. Despite 
this concession, friction between the Leibstandarteand 
other SS outfits continued: 


COOPERATION 


Gradually, Dietrich became less hostile to outsiders 
influencing his regiment. Although wearing hand- 


some uniforms, the men in the Leibstandarte received 
lide training in combat skills and thus found them- 
selves the object of ridicule among both the troops of 
the Wehrmacht and the SS-VT. Dietrich allowed 
Hausser and other SS-VT commanders to oversee the 
training of the regiment in an attempt to gain more 
respect for his organization by developing it 
more serious military force. In 1938, Dietrich also 
consented to a rotation scheme in which his regiment 
would exchange a battalion and a group of company 
commanders with the SSVT. These policies event 
ly helped:turn the Leibstandarte, or ‘asphalt soldiers’ 
as they Were known, into a viable combat formation. 
and influence within 


nto a 


Despite his growing prestig 
the SS hierarchy, neither Hausse 
schooled in the traditional Prussi 
ing and deploying soldiers, enjoyed total control over 
the SSVT. Within this organization, younger 
and ded leaders such as Felix 
Steiner openly repudiated the idea of eniuliting 


nor other officer 


n method of train- 


innovation-n 


the old ny, which they saw as an anachrot 


institution run by the sort of unimaginative strategists 
that had sacrificed so many-young men in fruitless 
trench battles during the Great War. Instead, 
these reformists looked to the storm battalions of 
that conflict as the key to achieving victory in 
future wars. 

Many of the conservative generals in the 
Wehrmacht (the German armed forces) conceded the 
usefulness of the Stossiruppen in many campaigns 
during the last war. However, most of them dismissed. 
the use of smalLunit infiltration tactics as an emer- 


18 


gency expedient that the Imperial German Army had 
enacted when the tide of the war was turning against 
the Central Powers. In their view, storm battalions 
were at best a very peripheral part of a military orga- 

ization. For them, large formations remained the 
cornerstone of strategic planning and battlefield vic- 
tories. This conservatism led many SS-VT officers and 
volunteers to see the army as a fossilized institution 
controlled by senile reactionaries. 

In contrast, Steiner and other reformers em 
sioned a military organization domi 
élite, light infantry units that would strike enemy posi- 
tions like bolts of lighting, cracking open defensive 
nes and scattering opposing armies into disorga- 
nized fragments that could be stroyed. 
Within this strategic framework, large formations 
existed only for purely defensive purposes. Promoted 
to the rank of $$-Standartenführer (Colonel), Steiner 
assumed command of the 4th SS-Regiment 
Deutschland in June 1936 and immediately set out to 
impleme ted. By this 
time, he had become one of Himmler's favourite'offi- 
. This appointment indicated that the S&VT was 
becoming a professional military ‘organization and 
that it was fe about warfare. 
de it 
than the Wehrmacht was the 


ed by small, 


ly d. 


t the re he advoc 


ms d 


ce 


le ground for new ide: 
Another characteristic of the SSVT that n 


innovativ 


seem n 
emphasis it placed upon merit rather than social sta- 


is a criteria for recruitment à 


tu 
fact, the SSVT wa 
young farmers, tradesmen and other commoners 
al soldiers but 
ions to obtain a commission in the 


id promotion. In 


an ideal source of employment for 


who aspired to become professi 


icked the conne 


regular armed forces. Not surpris 


ingly, this opportu- 
y to achieve distinction and upward mobility 
caused many SS recruits to become devoted followers 
of Hitler. While the old Army existed as the protector 
of the German nation, the SS-VT served as the loyal 
defence force of the Nazi party. 

Predictably, mutual féclings of contempt between 
the Army and the’SS-VT led to open conflict among 
members of the two organizations. Within the lower 
ranks, soldiers and SS volunteers often brawled in the 
streets and inside taverns. At higher levels within the 


FOUNDATION 


military hierarchy, SS officers engaged in malic 


stander and gossip about General Fr 


err von 
Fritsch, the Commander in Chief of the Wehrmacht. 


During practice yeuvres, army and SS-VT units 


vied for areas within the fields of operations. 


This friction finally reached a flashpoint when 


id other army generals pressured Hitler into 


ng decrees that restricted further expansion of 


the SS-Verfügungstruppen. In an effort to placate the 


regular armed forces further, he also prohibited the 
SSVT fr 


ing any artillery detachments. 


forming into a division and from obtain- 
Finally, 
endorsed the policy of allowing Wehrmacht officers to 
w SSVT 


Atmy had jurisdiction ove 


the Führer 


inspect and rev ts, as if to show that the 


them and thus prevailed 
ne military 


is the nation's supre organization. 
Declaring these orders to be in effect until the out- 
break of a war, he even hinted that in such an event, 


he might disband the SS-VT and transfer its members 


into regular army units. 


Above: A group of cadets marching at the SS Junkerschule 
at Bad Tölz, founded by Paul Lettow in October 193 


The training faci 


ies at Bad Tölz and Braunschweig 


dramatically improved the quality of the SS-VT. 


Although the SS-VT now seemed as if it were 
decisively checked - and possibly destined for disso- 
luti 
events revived the prospects of the Nazi army. Early in 
1938, 1 the Reich Minister of War, Field 
Marshal Werner von Blomberg, fell out with Hitler 
and lost their jobs because of their opposition to the 


n or absorption into the Wehrmacht - subsequent 


ritsch ai 


nexation of Austria. After dismissing them, the 


F 
the armed forces 
In Au 


be a perm: 


er appointed himself supreme" commander of 


nd abolished the War Department 


ust he issued'a decree declaring the SSVT to 


i standing military force available for 


service against both foreign and domestic threats. In 


addition, he us nler’s hegemony over the 


SSVT, 


ped Him 


ad effectively assumed direct control over it 
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For the next several months, SS-VT regiments and 


battalions fulfilled their function as Hitler's personal 
army with great enthusiasm. In March 1938, they 
k- 


g mobbed by crowds of 


participated in the bloodless invasion of Austr 


ing the possibility of bei 


hospitable residents who were w 


Icoming the armed 
forces of the Third Reich with stifFarm salutes and 
warm embraces. With much of the country so willing 
to join the Hitler regime, the SS-Verfiigungstruppen 
now had another source of recruitment for its units. 


During the infamous Kristallnacht pogrom ast 


Jewish residents still living within the grow 
Empire, some of its detachments destroyed several 
synagogues throughout Vienna, 

Later in the year, the SS regiments Deutschland, 


Germania and Leibstandarte helped the German Army 


to achieve similar results when Hitler persuaded the 
governments of Great Britain and France to allow 
him to take the German-speaking Sudetenland 
region from Czechoslovakia. At a conference in 


Munich, the Führer assured these nations that this ter- 


ritorial concession was his last. W 


h this diplomatic 
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Above: Sepp Dietrich (on the left) seen in Russia in 1941. 
As head of the Leibstandarte-SS Adolf Hitler he agreed to 
closer cooperation with the SS-VT to reduce rivalry and 
improve the quality of the former as a combat formation. 


feat 


iccomplished, the SS units marched into the 


ar long with the Wehrmacht forces. As in Austria, 


most of the inhabitants in this area welcomed these 
troops as liberators. 

In March 1939, these SS regimi 
ed in the seizure of the rest of Czechoslovakia. By 


also participat- 


ordering this action, Hitler openly repudiated his 


promise not to occupy any more territory. Moreover 


ffectively indicated that he intended to use war as 


he 
an instrument of foreign policy in order to turr 
As 
result, the governments of France and Great Britair 


Germany 


nto the dominant power of Europe. 


resolved not to allow the Nazi jackboot to march over 
any more countries. Meanwhile, Hitler curried favour 


with other iotalitarian regimes, forming the ‘Pact oi 


Steel with Italy and concluding a non-aggression 
treaty with the USSR, thereby ensuring Russian 
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acquiescence to Nazi ambitions in Poland. Once 
again, Europe was dividing into two alliances and 


drifting into war 


Mortorizep TRANSPORT 


Although the SS formations did not face any real 


combat in these campaigns;-they gained practical 


ind- 


ice in mo 


g as units across national be 


expet 


aries. In addition, they were some of the first military 


»des 


oups in history to use motorized vehicles as 


of transportation. By this time, the likelihood of war 


engulfing Europe meant that the SS-VT would almost 


exclusively serve a military role. Eventually, this reali- 


linto a 


ty would also cause the organization to exp 
full-size division capable of acting as an 


idependent 


force with 
Before the future Waffen-SS o! 
achieve this coup, it still had to face 


ts own artillery and supply services. 


nization could 


iore obstacles 


nposed by the top army commanders. 


they could not deprive the SSVT of replacement 


Although 


pps for depleted outfits, the generals in the 
Oberkommando der Wehrmacht (the High Command of 
the Armed Forces, or OKW) had the power to deter- 


ned forces would receive 


mine which: units in the 
new recruits or conscripts. Thus, these officials could 
prohibit the SS-VT from adding more men to their 


ranks and, not surprisingly, senior officers in the 


Wehrmacht ruthlessly exercised this p 


ogative to 
prevent it from r 
Fortunately for Hausser, Steiner and other SS offi- 


ching division-size strength. 


cers, their organization had a chi 
liberate the SS-Verfügungstruppen from regular army 
control. A veteran of the Great War who had been 


mpion who would 


wounded as a Second- Lieutenant leading troops in 


battle, SS-Brigadeführer Gottlob Berger was a long-time 
NSDAP activist who had served in the 
ferring to the SS after the Night of the Long Knives. 
Although he was a skilled tactician and athletics 
SS-VT officers distrusted him, see 
as a duplicitous sycophant who had risen through the 


before 


ans- 


instructe ng him 


ranks by currying favour with Himmler. In 1938, he 


had become one of the Reichs 


ühre's principal advi- 


sors and assumed control of the recruiting depart- 
ment of the SS-Hauptamt (Central Office of the SS 


the SS-VT's 
d from the 


Above: Felix Steiner, commander of 
Deutschland regiment. The Waffen-SS depa 
standard Wehrmacht uniform by wearing the titles of their 


regiments or units on their cuffs, as seen her 


In his new job, Berger devised a recruiting strategy 
aimed at skirting the injunctions set up by the 
Wehrmacht. 
Himmler's control, three groups contained men who 


Among the organizations under 


exempt from service in the traditional 
Totenkopfoerbiinde (Death's He 


nation), the organisation responsible for provid- 


wer 


s the 


One wi 
For 
ing guards for the concentration camps established 


by the SS. The second was the Reinforced Totenkopf 
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Standarten (Death's Head Regiments), the wartime 
reinforcement units of the SS. Finally, Himmler had 
1 his disposal a section of the Ordnungspolizei, which 
uniformed police. By tapping into 
these sources of manpower, Berger was able to bring 
more troops into the SS-VT. 

In order to receive recruits from these sources, 
sued by Hitler. 
thorized 


Berger implemented: two directives 
One such decree, issued in August 1938, 


the transfer of concentration-camp guards from the 
Totenkoßfverbände to the SSVT in the event of war. The 
second order, proclaimed in May 1939, granted 
Himmler the discretion to raise up to 50,000 men 
from the Allgemeine-S$ (the general or administrative 
ments in the SS-VT. With 
another European war becoming increasingly immi- 
nent, Berger was poised to manoeuyre around the 
Wehrmacht and turn the SS-Verfügungstruppen. into 
sizeable military organization 

In August 1939, during his prepa 
the invasion of Poland, Hitler pl 
SS-Verfügungstruppen units under the comn 
Commander in Chief of the Army, who was to deploy 
them ‚according to the dictates of the Führer. 
Meanwhile, Paul Hausser became a 
a Wehrmacht semi-armoured division under the com- 
mand of General Werner Kempf. In addition, Felix 
Steiner and his Deutschland Regiment joined the 
division, as did other SSVT units. Despite the fre- 
quent infighting between the Wehrmacht and the SS, 
the two organizations were learning how to co-exist 
and work together as they faced a common destiny in 
the coming war. 

When Hitler inaugurated World War II by I; 
ing the invasion of Polarid'on 1 September 19: 
SS formations experienced their baptism of fire. At 
best, the performance of the SS-VT units received 


branch) to se 


ations for 


ed some 


id of the 


aison officer to 


inch- 
9, the 


mixed reviews. During the advance on Mlava and 
„Modlin, Steiner, his Deutschland Regiment and other 
SS-VT outfits won praise for behaving well under fire. 
Under the command of the 14th Army, the Germania 
Regiment achieved similar distinction at Lwow. In 
central Poland, the Leibstandarte distinguished itself at 
the River Bzura and other areas. 


of them criticized the SSVT for being too willing to 
xalties in ill-conceived 


suffer unnecessarily high ca 
actions, while others claimed that the officers of the 
SS-Verfügungstruppen were unfit to work a 
division or to deploy sizeable groups of men in com> 
plicated operations, In reaction, SS-VT commanders 


blamed these problems in the field on the unwillin; 


ness of the Wehrmacht to provide enough heavy 
nd adequate supplies. Privately, many of 


weapons 


them conceded the inadequacies attributed to their 
its and believed that they could ov 


ul 'ome them by 


forming their own div 
denüy and without help f 


SS Divisions 

Fortunately for them, the outbreak of war provided 
sottlob Berger w 
plish this objective. He persuaded Hitler to authoriz 
a plan in which the central office of the SS would. 
a suffici 


sions that could act indepen 


pm the Wehrmacht. 


h the pretext he needed to accom- 


rec number of recruits tọ fill two 


div 


ions. In addition, Berger gained. permission to 
transfer thousands of Ordnungspolizei officers and 
Totenkopfverbände concentration-camp guards to the 
SSVT, ensuring enough manpower to form at least 


three divisions within the armed organization. 


Ultimately, he succeeded in creating the conditions 
ad to the formal establishment of the 
n 1940. 


Waffen-SS early 

Paul Hausser 
sion. On 10 October 1 
Deutschland, Germania, and Der Führer vegiments into a 
ation. Originally known 
as the S$-Verfügungs Division or SSVT Division, i 


is able to form his own divi- 


9, he assembled the 


cohesive, motorized organi 


me would undergo several changes before being 
called the Ind SS-Panzer-Division Das Reich, Although 
Waffen-SS unit in the Third Reich, it 
would have to be designated ‘Second’, behind Hitler's 


it was the olde: 


favourite SS formatioss, the Leibstandarte. 

A month later, SS-Gruppenführer Theodor Eicke 
formed ‘his concentration-camp guards and police 
officers into what would later be known a 


3rd SS-Panzer-Division Totenkopf. 


the 


In addition, 
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SS-Brigadeführer and Police Major-General Karl 
Pfeffer-Wildenbruch created a formation that would 
be known as the 4th SS-Panzergrenadier-Division 
Polizei. Until 1942, the Leibstandarte SS Adolf Hitler was 


to exist as a motorized inf 


nury regiment, before 
being reinforced and designated the Ist SS Panzer 
Division. During the course of World War II, the SS 
would establish a total-of 38 divisions. 


Although he had successfully outmanoeuvred 


Wehrmacht injunctions against expanding the size of 


the nascent Waffen-SS, Berger was already bringing 


unsavoury reputation to the organization by enlisting 
Eicke and his concentration-c 


mp guards. Known for 


being a motley crew of sadistic thugs, miscreants and 


malcontents, they also demonstrated a strong 


antipathy to military discipline and values. Eventually, 


the Totenkopf Division came into its own as a formida- 


ble armed force, However, its presence helped create 
1 the Waffen-SS and the other 
branches of the Schutzstaffel responsible for carrying 


an association betwee 


out some of the most notorious atrocities in the 
history of modern warf; 


Himmler and Berger were oblivious to this issue 
and were content to have enough manpower to cre 
ate full SS divisions. Before the invasion of Poland, 
18,000 


y now in a state of war with 


the SS-VT collectively possessed roughly 
recruits. With Germa 
G 
cally and eventually boasted at least 100,000 men by 


Britain and France, these units grew drainaü- 


the time of the 1940 offensives in Western Europe. In 
addition, Berg: 
with the specific task of acquiring reinforceme 
SS fi 
more res 
1 


established a special office charged 


ts for 


ld formations: Ultimately, he hoped to establish 
we units to expand the Waffen-SS into a 


erand fully autonomous armed force. 


Below: Early recruits for the Waffen-SS were extremely 


unsavoury — for example, the Totenkopf Division was 


staffed almost entirely by former concentration 


guards 


APTER TWO 


popularity of the SS .- 
t. Although initially 


war loomed the barriers 
oped into a sizeable force. 


le Heinrich Himmler, Gottlob Berger and 


her senior officials in the SS manoeuvred 
their way through military politics in order to develop. 
their own armed formations into division-size units, 
SS-Verfügungstruppen (SS-VT) commanders developed 
recruitment standards and training regimens aimed 
at turning their troops into élite warriors. From the 
tnie “these units were established until the latter 
stages of World War I 
about whe 


S-VT officials were vigorously 


selective could join their regiments. 


of the ‘Aryan superman’ archetype who had a predis. 


Specifically, they wanted perfe imens 


physical 


position for conversion to the ideology of the 

National Se ist German Workers Party (NSDAP) 
Predictably, the high numbers of applicants that 

tion in the wake 


sought membership of the organi 
of the Nazi's seizure of power enabled such officials 


to select only first-rate candidates for enlistment. 


When young German men in cinemas saw newsreel 


images of Leibstanäarte ‘Black Guards’ marching in 
their crisp, black uniforms in the presence of Adolf 
Hitler, they flocked to SS recruitment centres in 


Left: New recruits being drilled in 1938. At first the 
Waffen-SS were clothe 
nguishable from their army colleagues 


standard Wehrmacht uniforms, 


and were indi: 


apart from the SS runes on their collars. 


droves. To expedite the admission of successfull appli- 


cants and the rejection of those deemed unf 


Gottlob Berger established 17 


cruiting stations in 


each military district within Germany and enlarged 


the central SS recruiting office in Berli 


SUCCESSFUL RECRUITING 


Within just a few months, the SS recruitment branch 


received about 32,000 volunteers. Many of these 
applicants were already ardent Nazis indoctrinated in 
the Hitler Jugend 


Traditional German admiration for military institu. 


(Hitler Youth) organization. 


tions combined with this élite mystique to ensure 
abundant sources of manpower throughout the 1930s 
es of World War II. Only in 
later years, when the conflict was going against 


and during the carly sta 


Germany, did the Waffen-SS relax its recruitment 
standards, seeking volunteers from other service 


branches and non-Aryan’ 


mong a wide variety of 
nationalities throughout Europe. 

To enter the SSVT, volunteers had to be between 
and-22, stand at an above-average 


the ages of 17! 


height, and be in perfect physical health. The 
Leibstandarte was especially thorough about height 
requirements and quickly gained a reputation for 
having true giants in its ranks. In the early days of the 
SS-Verfügungstruppen, inspectors purport 


edly rejected 
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applicants for having minor tooth decay. During thi 
time, only a small percenta 


ge of applicants gained 


admission into the organization. This selectiveness 


gave successful applicants a sense of superiority over 


other military personnel, even before they had begun 
their training. 
Not surprisingly, for admission into the SS, new 


recruits also had to prove their Germ: 
ty by producing a record of family lineage which went 
back to 1800. Those aspiring to officer status in the 
SS-VP were required to prove a pure ancestry back to 
1759, At recruitment centres, inspectors verified this 
racial status by measuring facial features and other 
physical attributes, rejecting those who appeared to 
be Slavic, Semitic or ‘Mongolian’, Such inspections 
began at the top of the head and proceeded to the 
bottom of the feet. In addition, many other perceived 
physical ‘imperfections’, such as short legs, also 
"n sS 
Verfügungstruppen volunteers had to prove the r 


ic racial puri- 


provided grounds for rejection. Moreov 
ial 


purity of their current or future wives. 


Morat CHARACTER 
In addition to these physical and racial standards, 
pplicants for the SSVT also needed to possess the 


right moral character to join the organization. Thus, 


ties deemed repugnant to Nazi ideology, and other 
undesirable traits were grounds for rejection or 
st, actual membership of the NSDAP 
the SS-VT. 


ense of idéalism and 


expulsion. At 
was no 


à prerequisite for member 


However, recruits had to show 


enthusiasm for helping to build a stronger and better 
German fatherland, and it was imperative that they 
shared the anti-Semitic and anti-Bolshevik views held 
iking National Socialist 
leaders. Such a mindset would enable SS officials to 


by Hider and other high-r 


mould their young volunteers into faithful Nazi 
warriors with careful indoctrination. 

When potential recruits succeeded in joining the 
SS.VT, they were obliged to serve for a period of 
and this varied according to rank. A common 
Grenadier or SS-Schiitze (Private) enlisted for a four- 
year term of service. A Scharführer (Sergeant) or other 


n 


while commissioned officers had to serve in the 
for 25 years. In order to gain admission to cadet 
school and thus earn an officer's commission, a 
recruit first had to serve in the ranks as a common 
er for two years. Unlike the Wehrmacht, the SSVT 
preferential treatment for the 


sol 


did not offer am 


educated or the affluent. 

With a promising crop of healthy, loyal and enthu- 
siastic recruits in their ranks, Paul Hausser, Felix 
Steiner and other SSVT commanders were able to 
develop their own training programs for their unit 
When first established, the SS-Verfügungstruppen 
initially consisted of three Standarten (regiments 
Deutschland, Germania, and the Leibstandarte SS Adolf 
Hitler. While the Leibstandarte remained in Be 
serve as the bodyguard detachment for the Führer, 


the other two regiments served in other parts of the 
Third Reich as the foundation upon which the SS 
Verfügungs Division (later re-named Das Reich) and 
other Waffen-SS formations would be built. 

As the armed SS formations grew and formed 
more units, veterans from these two regiments trans- 
ferred to new groups and instilled the tactics, training 
and values that they had learned. serving in the 
Deutschland and Germania formations, When first 
formed, the two reg 
roughly 5000 volunteers, while the Leibstandarte had 


nents collectively possessed 


2600. A large percentage of these recruits came from 


rural areas and were thus accustomed to spending 
long periods of time living a rustic lifestyle while 
bivouacked in the countryside. Many of them also 
hailed from the lower classes and were all too grateful 
to the NSDAP for providing them with the opportu- 
nity to rise from the drudgery of their existence. 
Perhaps the most important of the SSVT forma- 
tions in the history of the Waffen-SS, the Deutschland 
n- 


Regiment, was a horse-drawn infantry group that 
sisted of four battalions, First established in October 
1933, the Ist Baitalion of this formation included 
hailed from 
it received a permanent home in 
the Munich Freimann barracks. Three years later, the 
me the headquarters of the regiment 


volunteers that mostly southern 


Germany. In 193 


facility be 
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Like many standard German army infantry units, this 
and other battalions contained anti-tank, motorcycle 


and other specialized companies 


In the spring of 1935, a group of Austrian SA and 
SS expatriates under the command of Carl-Maria 
Demelhuber joined the Deutschland Regiment and 


became its 2nd Battalion. In earlier years, these men 


had been serving in an independent Nazi-affiliated 
outfit that was first known as the Austrian Legion, 


then the Hilfswerk Osterreich, and finally the Hilfswerk 


Schleissheim. Poorly funded, badly fed and ill 
equipped, many of its members did not even have 


uniforms until March 1934 


Diptomatic Row 


By the spring of 1 


the Hilfswerk Scheissheim 
became involved in a diplomatic controversy when 
the governments of Austria and Italy demanded the 


Above 


: Four Rottenführers (corporals) of the Waffen-SS 


pose for a studio shot du 


g leave from the front 


‘The man second from left wears a Deutschland cuff title, 


and they all wear Infantry Assault combat badges. 


dissolution of all Austrian Nazi organizations operating 


in Gi 


many. Determined to preserve the indepen- 
dence of Austria, the two governments were wary of 
the NSDAP and its known support for an Anschlüss 
(the political unification of the German-speaking 
and the Third“Reich) 


Nazi Germany was not yet a major power in Europe, 


peoples of Austria Because 


and because the Italian dictator Benito Mussolini was 


not yet an ally-of Berlin, Hitler was forced to resp 


ct 


this demand. 


To avoid conflict with its neighbouring countries 
without disbanding the Hilfswerk Schleissheim, Nazi 
officials found a simple solution merely by granting 


5 
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German citizenship to the members of the legion. 
Within the Deutschland Regiment, the 2nd Battalion 


maintained a barracks in the Ingolstadt Landstrasse, 
situated halfway between Nuremberg and Munich in 
Bavari; Austria in March 


1938, the battalion left this regiment to form the core 


After the annexation c 


of a new one that would be Known as Der Führer 


At the Munich Freimann barracks, members of the 


Ist and 4th Battalions formed the nucleus of what 
would be designated as the 3rd Battalion of the 
Deutschland Regiment in July 1936. Thanks to an 


enthusiastic recruiting campaign, the unit quickly 


grew. In a short time, ample supplies of volunteers 
from Bavaria and Württemberg ensured that the 
battalion would achieve full strength and complete its 
training schedule by the following year 


Above: Men of the SS-VT on parade. Th all armed 


With the KAR 98K bolt-action rifl 


development of the 
Mauser rifle used during World War I. Equipment was 
scarce for the SS-VT before 1940. 


Although it had joined the Deutschland Regiment 
2nd and 3rd Battalions, a formation 
Politische Bereitschaft Württemberg was 
ed as the 4th Battalion of the 


before the 
known as the 


officially desig 


A part of the regiment since October 


organization. 


1934, the battalion, maintained a barracks in 


Ellwangen, a town situated roughly halfway between 
Stuttg 


t and- Nuremberg. As its original name 


most members of the battalion were from 


implied. 
the Württemberg region in south-western Germany, a 
strong pro-Nazi region of the country 
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In the summer of 1935, Felix Steiner served as the 
commander of the 4th Battalion for about a year 
before being promoted to the rank of S$- 
Standartenführer (Colonel) and assuming control over 
the entire regiment. Unlike many other SS-VT orga- 
nizations, the unit had a good relationship with the 
German Army, Early in its existence, when it initially 
suffered from a shortage of non-commissioned offi- 
cers, the 5th Infantry Division at Ulm sent sergeants 
and corporals to help train such specialists. Moreover, 
the infantry division allowed NCOs of the SS battalion 
to be attached to military formations in order to learn 
effective management techniques. When the battal- 
ion became a motorcycle unit in November 1938, it 
left the regiment. 

In October 1936, the SS assembled a group of 
battalions into a second SS-VT regiment. Called the 
Germania Regiment, it possessed a barracks in 
Hamburg and contained three infantry battalions 
along with three specialist companies: e, 
anti-tank gun and infantry gun. Although Germania 
was a cohesive regiment on paper, its battalions rarely 
served together, In fact, only its Ist Battalion and the 
ist Companies occupied the regimental 
ult, the regiment did not develop a 
standardized training regimen. On 10 October 1939, 
Germania and Deutschland became two of the 
regiments in the SS-Verfügungs Division, although 
Germania would leave the organization the following 
year to serve in the 5th SS-Division Wiking. Its replace- 
ment was the 11th Totenkopf Regiment. 

The third formation that became partof the SS- 
Verfügungs Division was the Der Führer Regiment, a 
Vienna-based unit that came into being shortly after 
the annexation of Austria, With this country brought 
into the Third Reich, SS officials found a new source 
of manpower for their SS-VT formations. Thus, SS- 
Obersturmbannführer (Lieutenant-Colonel) Georg 
Keppler received orders to form a new outfit. A deco- 
rated veteran of World War I who also had experience 
as a police official before joining the Deutschland 
Regiment in 1935, he was well-suited for the task. 

The Der Fiihrer Regiment possessed three battal- 
ions. The Ist Battalion, 


which had been the 2nd 


Battalion of the Deutschland Regiment, was stationed 
in Vierina, the site of the Der Führer regimental head- 
quarters. The 2nd Battalion of Der Führer was based in 
Graz, while the 3rd Battalion maintained a barracks 
in Klagenfurt, near Yugoslavia. These two units 
‚ed veterans from the Germania Regiment and. 
the Leibstandarte to help the Austrian volunteers with 
their training. In May 1939, during war games in 
Pomerania, the men of the Der Führer Regiment had 
live ammunition fired over their heads, a standard 
practice in SS-VT training. Assigned to guard duty in 
Prague until the outbreak of war, they later spent 
time in the Black Forest before being sent to Pilsen to 


co 


join the SS-Verfügungs Division. 


In addition to these regiments, the SS-VT also 
possessed independent specialist battalions. 
Established late in 1934, the SSNachrichtensturmbann 
(Signals Battalion) drew its volunteers primarily from 
eastern Germany. At its peak strength, it possessed 
two horsed platoons, one motorized platoon and a 
band. After the seizure of the Sudetenland, the 
battalion became an all-motorized group. Sent to 
Königsburg, East Prussia, in July 1939 to serve with 
the Kempf Panzer Division, the) Signals Battalion 
participated in the invasion of Poland. Several 
months later, the SS-Pioniersturmbann (Engineer or 
Pioneer Battalion) Dresden assembled in March 1 
Containing volunteers mostly from central Germany, 
Saxony and Thuringia, the unit became fully motor- 
ized within a few weeks. 


CEREMONIAL DETACHMENT 

Formed by officers and NCOs from the Leibstandarte 
and the Deutschland Regiment in the autumn of 1936, 
SS-Sturmbann ‘N’ (Nuremberg) was a mounted 
infantry battalion originally established as a ceremo- 
nial detachment for Nazi party rallies and similar 
occasions. Initially, the Nuremberg Battalion had dif- 
ficulty finding enough recruits, until the annexation 
of Austria in 1938 provided it with ample enthusiastic 
volunteers. When the unit reached its intended 
strength, it contained three rifle companies, one 
machine-gun company, a band, a signals section and 
a headquarters detachment. The unit later became a 
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ORGANIZATION 


motorcycle formation and, later still, was converted 


into an anti-tank battalion. 
Towards the end of the 1930s, the SSVT estab- 
g a Flak ma 


lished more units, inclu chine-gun 


L 
tank battalion, 


alion; and an ant 
ery regiment. Thu: 


reconnaissance ba 
long with 


attalion, a 


a full year before the formal creation of the SS- 


ion, SS commanders. were already 
te numbers and specialist 


ar broke 


Verfügungs Div 
putting together the requi 
outfits needed for such a formation. When 
these office 


re able 


out in September 193 
emble their division with little effort. 

When first created, many SS-VT units received 
much of their training from the Wehrmacht, Attached 
to nearby Army units, the SS soldiers learned how to 
become proficient with standard infantry weapons 
and other martial skills. In these early years, when thé 
SSVT wa nd seemingly insignificant organi- 
zation, r e branches 


a small 


lations between the two sei 
if not exactly cordial. 


ly were 


during such acti 
s the armed SS orgai 


ation grew and 
alry with the Army became more acrimonious, SS 
icquired. 
10 develop their own 


However, 


Verfügungstruppen formations. eventually 


enough experienced veteran: 


taming facilities and thus wean themselves from 


their dependence on the Wehrmacht. 


ZeALOUS IDEALISTS 

During the course of this period of growth and orga- 
nization, the men in the SS-VT units became tough, 
well-trained and disciplined soldiers that would’prove 
themselves more than worthy to serve the German 
Fatherland in autonomous, fullsize divisions. The 
officer. most responsible for forging these zealous 
young idealists into salty warriors was Felix Steiner, 
whose training techniques in the Deutschland 
Regiment would provide other SS-VT units with an 
effective methodology for educating recruits. Unlike 
st other military officers, he was not willing to fight 


mi 


Left: An Untersturmführer (second lieutenant) of the Der 
Führer Regiment of the Reich Division seen in the Balkans 
in 1941. His cuff title is just visible. As he is not in action, 


he is wearing a forage cap. 


with the accepted tactics and strategy developed from 
the previous war. Instead, he combined the infiltra- 
tion methods of the Storm Battalions from World War 
I with his own innovations. 
At hi 
ag, marching in formation and other orthodox 
tices, he 


barracks in Munich, Steiner de-emphasized 


drill 


mi exer 
stressed physical fitness and individual initiative, as if 


In place of these p 


trying to turn his recruits into hunters and athletes 
who were able to move quickly, fight, adapt and 


endure in any terrain or condition during campaigns. 


; he coined the 


As a proponent of this methodology 
maxim, ‘sweat savés blood’. Specifically, this assertion 
meant that regiments and battalions filled with men 
in. top" physical condition suffered lower casualties 
rapidly and neutralize 
enemy forces before any battle could degenerate into 
the type of stalemate he had seen in World War I. 
Not surprisingly, the physical training implement- 
ed by Steiner and other SS commanders was as 
rse as it was exhausting. Woken up at 06.00 hours; 


because of their ability to sır 


di 
recruits started their day engaging in calisthénics, 
running and long-endurance marches! In 1937, 
Steiner gained national attention for his training 


50 men in his 4th Battalion 
miles) at an average speed of 


methods when the 
marched 25km (15.5 
7km/h (43mph) with full pack and equipment. At 
the end of their route, they performed the gruelling 
form. By this 


goosestep in front of the saluting pla 


ch 


time, the men in his regiment were able t0 ma 
eating a strong 
SDAP, 


3km (1.8 miles) in 20 minutes, ci 
jals in the 


impression among senior off 
including Himmler, 

Steiner also stressed the value of boxing and other 
intense contact sports as activity that would cultivate 
effective hand-to-hand com 
many of their battles in the Eastern Front were at 
close quarters, this training proved to be invaluable. 
In contrast to physical activity, SS-VT instructors 
placed less emphasis on intellectual or academic 


pursuits, seeing such activities as irrelevant to the 
training of good soldiers. However, they encouraged 
soldiers to play chess and similar games to promote 


logical tact 


al judgment. 
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Like other military personnel 


Verfügungstruppen 
of cleaning the 


recruits had to face the drudge 


lities in their bar- 


floors, sinks, toilets and other fa 
racks. Not surprisingly, they were also expected to 
in immaculate 
ed 


feet and were 


keep their uniforms and equipme: 
In fact, these soldiers 


condition. even rece 


instruction on how to wash dh 


required to keep their’ handkerchiefs folded in a 
trouser pocket. 


certain way and placed 


they also lived in commodation 


Howeve 
and enjoyed food that was both savoury and nourish- 
ing. In effect, the men of the future Waffen-SS were 
being groomed and conditioned like champion race- 
horses in preparation for a great contest. 

During training for combat situations, Steiner 
stressed the importance of flexibility, in which the 
men in his command would be capable of manoeu- 


Above: SS troops undergoing machine gun training in 
1935, soon after the Waffen-SS had been officially formed. 
‘Again the machine gun being used is not the latest type, 
but dates from World War I. 


wring in small assault detachments, then assembling 
situations required con- 


into larger formations wher 
solidation. To maintain order among the ranks in the 
eld, he and other leaders also ensured that soldiers 
in their command learned how to fulfill the duties of 
ıperior officers if these commanders were killed in 


sergeants and 


ion. Thus, corporals could act as 
lieutenants as captains when necessary. 


IMPORTANCE OF COMRADESHIP 
In addition, Steiner and many other SS-VT comman- 
ders stressed the importance of comradeship among 
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all ranks. Unlike their Wehrmacht counterparts, S$- 
Verfügungstruppen officers and sergeants fraternized 
and bonded with their men and realized that they 
should be at the front of their units during comba! 
inspiring others with their heroic examples. In the 
barracks, officers ate food that was of the same quali- 


ty as the troops, and in ‘the same mess hall. Not 
surprisingly, the required qwo-year term of service 


es helped. promote 


the ranks for officer candi 


relationship based upon mutual respect and empathy. 


SpeciaL Bonn 
When the Ge 
Waffen-SS units fought hordes of Soviet troops for 


nans invaded the Soviet Union and 


months at a time before being relieved, this com- 
radeship was necessary to prevent Das Reich and other 
ihilation. In the 
ned 


divisions from suffering total an 


midst of this ord junior and non-commissi 


officers were the first to lead assaults on enemy 
positions and the last to withdraw, performing rear- 
guard actions for their retreating forces. During the 
war, this admirable behaviour led to a high ratio of 
walties within the ranks of the Waffen-SS. 

Thus, the three distinguishing features in the 


officer 


training regimen prescribed by Steiner included 
jeld tactics, coin- 


physical fitness and aggressive battle! 
bined with the development of close comradeship 
among the ranks within each unit. In addition to this 
training, SSVT recruits became proficient with the 
type of weaponry and equipment befiting mobile, 
light infantry formations. Such hardware included 
submachinesguns, small portable mortars, hand- 
grenades and explosives. To maximize speed and 


stealth, these troops were to be unencumbered with 


unnecessary equipment. 
iS-Verfügungstruppen soldiers were also the benefi- 


caries of cu 
10 infiltrate enemy lines, they wore specially 


g-edge innovations. To increase their 


ability 
designed camouflage patterns on their helmets and. 
uniforms. Carefully developed by experts in the art of 


concealment, this garb was the finest of its kind in the 
world at the time, Moreover, Steiner and other SS 
commanders were determined to provide their forces 
with motorized vehicles at a time when most of the 
armed forces in the world were still using horses for 


ed 


transportation. Although some SS-VT units acq 
a few trucks and other vehicles, only the Leibstandarte 


became an all-motorized unit by the time of the 1939 


Polish campaign. 
their learning, Schutzstaffel 


commanders also sought to ensure that practice 


To test troops’ 
manoeuvres and war games would be as realistic as 
possible. During such exercises, SS soldiers crawled 
across the ground while live machine-gun rounds flew 
heads and artillery shells exploded near 
their positions. Presumably, the experience taught 


over the 


them the value of keeping their composure and lying 


Left: SS signallers practise their craft during a field exer- 
cise before the war. From the outset, SS training was 
designed to mimic reality as far as possible, and this quest 
for realism could lead to serious injury or death. 
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low. Another exercise involved forcing recruits to 
excavate decent foxholes within a specific time before 
a group of battle tanks rolled over their positions. In 
some instances, those who had dug incomplete or 
poorly-constructed foxholes were: killed or injured. 
hutzstaffel officers considered 
such mishaps to be acceptable losses for the sake of 
ting a wellarained, mi i 

If such training practices enabled the SS to 
product crack troops, they also enhanced the organi 
zation’s reputation for brutality and led to fantastic 
tales about cruelty in the SS-VT. One improbable leg- 
end involved the use of a hand-grenade with the safe- 
ty pin pulled out of it. Supposedly, a recruit had to 
balance the live explosive on his helmet and wait for 
it to detonate. If he remained calm and kept his bal- 
ance, his helmet would deflect the shrapnel from the 
exploding grenade and leave him with nothing more 
than ringing in the ears. If he panicked and flinched, 
the device would fall and explode on the ground next 
10 him, inflicting serious injury or death. 


Himmler and other 5 


en 


INDOCTRINATION 
"This harsh. aspect of SS-VT training was merely an 
indication of the grim ideological world-view that the 
NSDAP leadership held and obliged SS volunteers to 
follow. Thus, politi indoctrii 
another important aspect of training for its vo 
h a sense of superiority 


al and racia 


lation was 


teers. Already imbued 
members of an élite formation, members of the SS 
VT were encouraged to look upon outsiders with 
disdain, especially those without Germänie ancestry. 
As the shock troops of a totalitarian regime, its men 
[ 


selves a 


arned to devalue human life and even see them- 
expendable creatures who were willing to 
sacrifice themselves to the state. 

Because SS-VT volunteers were already enthusias- 
ager to serve in a dynamic 


tic German patriots 
armed force that would help with the revitalization of 
the nation, most were inclined to embrace Nazi 
values, Along with the standard NSDAP views on Jews, 


Bolshevism, democracy and other bugbears, they 
learned about the ‘stab in the back’ theory of World 
War I. Convinced that their country would have won 


the conflict if not for the treachery of socialists, liber- 
als and Jews, enthusiastic SSVT men resolved not to 
allow such an occurrence to happen again in any 
future wars. To reinforce this view, SS political officers 
required SSVT soldiers to read tracts written by Walter 
Darre, Alfred Rosenberg and other Nazi ideologues. 
In addition, SS recruits were supposed to internal 
ize the Nazi doctrine of Lebensraum (living space), an 
idea rooted in an assumption claiming that Eastern 
Europe belonged to the German people. Thus, the 
Germans had a right to conquer the Slavic 'sub- 
humans’ living in the area, take their land and lift it 
out of ‘barbarism’, Determined to protect the Third 
Reich from all enemies and ensure German hege- 
tony throughout Europe, SS officials taught their 
Soldiers to believe that mercy to Russians, Poles, Jews 
and other adversaries was a weakness that would lead 
to another ‘stab in the back’ for their nation, This 
grim mindset provided members of the Waffen 
with a ready-made justification for committing atroci- 
ties in any future war that might engulf Europe: 
Another controversial component of this iridoctri- 
nation into the Nazi/SS ideology was thé effort exert- 
ed upon SSVT recruits to renoünce the Christian 
religion. Not surprisingly, many SS officials recoiled 
t the doctrines of tolerance and forgiveness as unpa- 
triotic, Jewish ideas that made men effeminate and 
nined the vitality of the nation. If religious SS- 
VT volunteers clung to these beliefs, they might be 
unwilling to engage in the ruthless and violent 
actions that the leaders of the atheistic Nazi state 
considered necessary to preserve and strengthen the 
German nation. Thus, members of the 
Verfügungstruppen and other SS organizations faced 
ations with the 


re; 


under 


strong pressure to repudiate past affi 
Catholic or Protestant church. 
Ironically, Steiner himself never succumbed to 
such an influence from his/peers, nor was he willing 
to marry or become the father of Aryan children, 


Right: A flak gun crew supporting ground troops in 
Normandy in 1944. The crew wear one of the SS camou- 
flage design patterns that were patented by the Waffen-SS 
to prevent the Wehrmacht from using similar designs. 
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Above: SS-VT hand-to-hand training using rifles and bayo- 
nets, These exercises gave the SS troops an undoubted 
advantage when it came to real combat, as they were fitter 
and better-trained than their opponents. 

which was another duty expected of SS officers. 


However, the ble services that he provided 


disper 


to the SSVT organization obliged Himmler to over 


look these ideological deviations, In later years, when 


the Waffen-SS was becoming desperate for new recruits, 
ultimately backfired. 


Throughout the beleaguered Nazi Empire, Catholic 


this anti-Christian policy 


priests, Protestant. ministers and religious parents 


denounced the SS as 


an atheistic clique and discour- 


aged young men from joining the organization. 


By the end of the 1930s, the SS-VT was coming into 


its own as a professional military service. During 
practice combat manoeuvres in the spring of 1938, 
Ste high-ranking 


observers when his soldiers used them while captur- 


rer’s tactics sed many 


mpre: 


ing a fortified position. A year later, Hitler personally 


" 


witnessed the Deutschland Regiment in action during 


a similar event and immediately recognized. gr 
l in these NSDAP shock tr 
he permitted the SS-VT to form 


potenti aps. As a result 


1 artillery regiment 


from the infanıry gun and heavy machine-gun 


companies within the Verfügungstruppen regiments. 

Du 
developed a collection of specialist training schools 
In addition to the two cadet academies, ‘the SS 
Junkerschule Bad T SSJunkerschul 
ig, the Verfügungstruppen possessed a 
school for NCOs, which was called the S$-und-Waffen 
Unterführerschule Laünburg. In addition, the organiza 


ng the course of the decade, the SS-VT also. 


lz and the 


Braunschw. 


tion established an artillery school at Glau and a 


anzefgrénadier school at Keinschlag. By the end ol 
the 1930s, SS-VT were tra 


and developing their own military hierarchy with 


ng their own specialists 


little aid from the Army. 


Along with a distinct military hierarchy, armed SS 


units also acquired their own uniforms and insign 
Unlike 


most VT — 


their counterparts in the Allgemeine-SS; 
d later. Waffen-SS — members did not 


generally wear the trademark black uniforms often 


associated with the Schutzstaffel. ‘Tostead, they wore 
greenish-grey field uniforms, single-breasted with 
four buttons, similar to those worn by Wehrmacht 


soldiers. For battle, SS trc 


ps also had greenand. 


br 


wn camouflage patterns, with shades varying, 
depending on the season. In later years, when SS divi 
moured) 


sions acquired tanks, crewmen in Panzer ( 


units would ride into battle wearing black jackets, a 


colour that obscured the visibility of dirt and g 


ise. 


THE TOTENKOPF 


SS-Verfügungstruppen he 


idgear was also similar to that 


of the Army. However, 


is troops wore the Totenkopf 


(Death's Head, or skull-and-c 


»sbohes) badge on 
the front of their caps, signifying their willingness to 
die for the Führer. Their helmets also resembled 
those used by the Wehrmacht, except that the SS 
version had the double Sig rune on the right side 
nitials 'SS', it 


taffel personnel 


Although this insignia resembled the 
actually symbolized victory. Schutzs 


also wore this emblem on the 


right collar 
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On the left collar of the uniform, a patch indicat- 
ed the rank of the soldier. Not surprisingly, the 
higher ranks had more ornamentation on this part of 
the outfit than the lower ranks. The Schütze (private) 
1 the Oberschülze (lance-corporal) possessed a plain 


black left collar patch, while the Sturimann (corpo- 
ral) wore two vertical stripes along the left edge of the 
patch, The Unterscharführer (junior sergeant) had one 
diamond on his collar, while higher-ranking sergeants 
had two. 

Among the ranks of the commissioned officers, 
the left collar patch was even more elaborate. The 
Untersturmführer (second lieutenant) wore three 
diamonds arranged in a diagonal formation. The 
Obersturmführer (first lieutenant) possessed a similar 
design along with a vertical stripe on the left end 
of the collar patch, while the Hauptsturmführer (capi 
tain) had two such stripes, along with the three dia- 
monds. The Sturmbannführer (major) wore a collar 
patch diamonds. Meanwhile, the 
Obersturmbannführer (lieutenant-colonel) had four 
di; 
the collar patch. 


with four 


nonds plus a vertical stripe along the left end of 


Higher Ranks 

Above the level of Obersturmbannführer (lieutenant- 
colonel), higher-ranking officers did not wear the 
double Sig rune on their right collars. Instead, both 
of their collar patches were adorned with their rank 
emblems, Thus, the Standartenführer (colonel) wore 
an oak-leaf design on his left and right collars, Those 
holding the rank of Oberführer (brigadier, or brigadier- 
general) and Brigadeführer (major-genetal) possessed 
collar patches bearing three oak leaves. The 


Gruppenführer (lieutenantgéneral) had three oak 
leaves and a diamond positioned on the end of the 
collar, while the Obergruppenführer (general) had the 
same number of leaves with two diamonds added. At 
Ure Lop of the SS military hierarchy, the Obersigruppen- 
führer (colonel-general) wore a handsome set of col- 
lar patches, consisting of three oak leaves and three 
diamonds arranged along the far end of the patch. 
Towards the end of the 1930s, armed SS forma- 
tions also adopted shoulder straps and shoulder 


: Pre-war training was undoubtedly coloured by 
Germany's experiences in World War I. Here a pioneer 
practises wire cutting: during the Blitzkrieg, the enemy had 
little time to erect such defences. 


boards (for general officers) similar to those of the 
Army. As in the case of the left collar patches, higher- 
ranking officers wore more elaborate shoulder 
board decorations than did the lower ranks. While 
the private wore plain black straps adorned only with 
his Waffenfarbe (service-branch colour, indicating his 
specialization) as a coloured trim, the.colonel-gener- 
al sported an elaborate set of shoulder boards, both 
of which were covered with three diamonds and gold- 
and-silver knot patterns. These first appeared on SS 
uniforms at the end of the 1930s, after the Wehrmacht 
reluctantly consented to their introduction, despite 
harbouring misgivings over their similarity to regular 
Army shoulder boards. 


SS-DAS REICH 


Up to the rank of major-general, shoulder decora- 


service branch, 


tions also had a colour signifying 


which appeared as piping lining the edges of the 
straps of the lower ranks and as underlay on the 
officers. For the most part, SS 
Waffenfarbe corresponded ter that of the Army. For the 
Das Reich Divisiowand Other armoured formations, 


shoulder boards of the 


this colour was pink, Other examples included red 


signifying’ artillery, white infantry, golden yellow 


cavalry, and medium blue for supply, administration 


and technical service branches, 


ak 


badges to be worn on the left sleeves of camouflage 


In August 1942, the Wehrmacht introduced r 


and other special combat clothing that were ill-suited 
for collar patches and shoulder straps. The Waffen-SS 


adopted these the following February. The insignia 


consisted of simple horizontal stripes signifying rank. 
Thus, the junior sergeant wore one green stripe, the 
ant two, and the colour sergeant three. 


OFFICER INSIGNIA 


Badges for junior SS officers included a set of crossed 


oak leaves (also green) stitched over the stripes. With 
fhis emblem added, the second lieutenant wore a 


horizontal stripe, the first lieutenant. two, and the 


captain three. nk of major through to 


brigadier, the arm badge consisted. of two sets of 


crossed oak leaves stitched over horizontal stripes. 


The major possessed one stripe, the lieute 


colonel two, the colonel three, and the brigadier four 


Waffen-SS officers above the rank of brigadier wore 
ld. oak leaves and bars to signify their rank while 


wore one bar, the lieutenantgeneral tw 


ssed in combat uniforms, Thus, the majorgeneral 


nd the 


eral three. At the top of the SS military hierarchy, 


the colonel-general sported three silver. diamonds 
stitched into a thick gold bar beneath the oak le: 
Armed SS forma 


ves. 


ms had several other badges, 


emblems and other devices to distinguish themselves 


in uniform. On the upper left sleeves of their field 
grey tunics and overcoats, officers wore a patch show- 
ing a silver eagle clutching a wreath that encircled a 
swastika, Like many other branches of the German 
armed forces, SS units also had their own cufFtitles 
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worn on the lower part of the left sleeve. These items 


were narrow black strips of cloth with silver ed 


Betwe: 


» the edgings, the cuff-titles had inscriptions 


denoting a division, regiment, or other formation. 
The inscription for the Deutschland Regiment was 


Der Führer was 


stitched in standard script, while that 
in a medieval Gothic style. 

Yet another adornment for some members of the 
SS-VT and Waffen-SS was the Alte Kämpfer (Old 


Fighter's) chevron, Worn on the upper part of the 
right sleeve of a tunic or greatcoat, the Váliaped 
emblem indicated that the wearer had been a m 


the 


ber of the NSDAP since before 30 January 19 
day Hitler became Chancellor of Germany. Wearing 
this chevron was considered a great distinction 
because it indicated a loyalty to the Nazi party going 
back to the-days of struggle and before the seizure of 


power, when being a National Socialist offered few 


Left: Two Untersturmführers from the Reich Division 


ve their orders from a despatch rider in a rubberized 
1941, The officers are we: 
standard Waffen-SS camouflage smock and helmet cover. 


coat in the Balkans i 


ing the 


tangible benefits and imposed a great deal of risk on 
the party member. 

The SS version of the Old Fighter's Chevron 
included three, silver V-shaped stripes stitched upon 
a black, triangular cloth. Another version with a silver 
starburst design placed between the arms of the 
‘ed in 1935, to be worn by SS members 


chevron appe: 
who were also veterans of the German police or 


armed forces, In later years, the decoration was also 


available to Austrian SS members who had joined the 
organization before the Anschlüss of 1938, when the 
Austrian Government harassed and prosecuted those 
who supported unification with the Third Reich 

ns had a distinctive emblem. Like 
1 forces, some SSVT 
ts had their own bands. Members of 


Even SS müsici 


other branches of the arm 
and Waffen-SS u 


such musical detachments wore Schwalbennester (‘swal- 
low's nest’) designs on their shoulders, Also known as 


ww wings’, these decorations were halt-circle 


music 


pieces of cloth affixed to the tops of the sleeves on the 


tunic or shirt, at the ends of the should 
The SS versi 


black vertical stripes. In addi 


r straps. 


n of this article consisted of silyersänd« 
1, drum majors had 


silver fringes dangling from the bottom of the 


swallow's nests, 


DIVISIONAL ÎNSIGNIA 


When Waffen-SS divisions were finally formed, shortly 


after the outbreak of World War I, each organization 
received its own insignia to put on battle tanks and 
other vehicles. The image adopted by the Das Reich 
Division was a rune that resembled a reversed N with 
wn the middle of it. Known 


a vertical line running d 


as the Wolfsangel, it was an ancient symbol that was 
supposed to protect those adorned with it from rav- 
enous wolves. During World War II, the rune became 
the badge of an élite military organization that would 
fight in some of the most spectacular battles in the 


history of warfare. 


” 


APTER THREE 


1939 progressed, Adolf Hitler engaged 


ss of foreign-policy actions that moved 


;ermany closer to a state of war with Great Britain 


ind France, After acquiring the Sudetenland region 
ind its mostly German-speaking population from 
Czechoslovakia, he violated his promise not to 
conquer anymore territory, occupying the territories 


of Bohemia and Moravia in March. Furthermore, he 


encouraged Slovakia to procla 


a its independence 


By these actions, Hitler dismantled the nz 
Czechoslovakia in a few swift strokes 

With Czech territory thus incorporated into the 
Third Reich, and Slovakia brou 
an obedient client state for Berlin, Hitler 


t into existence as 


ow turned 


his attention to Poland. Ostensibly, German ferrit 


orial demands in Poland were as reasonable as they 


had been in Czechoslovakia. In order to provide the 


newly created nation of Poland with access to the sea 


ut the end of World War I the Allied nations had 


forced Gi 


‘many to give up Danzig and a stretch of 


coastal land surro 


nding the port city at the mouth of 


the River Vistula. This Treaty of Versailles stipulation 


Left: A German column enters a town in the Polish 


Corridor. Note the 


g a Hitler salute to the 


passing soldiers. The attack on Poland would see the SS- 


VT get its first taste of action. 


partitioned Germany into two pieces, with East 
Prussia physically detached by land from the rest of 
the nation, Like many other provisions in the peace 
treaty, this was a great source of resentment for the 


German people. 


PRESSURE ON POLAND 
Even before the seizure of Prague, Hitler and his 


foreign minister, Joachim v 


Ribbentrop, were busy 


pressuring the Polish Government into consenting to 


the German take-over of Danzig. Because such a 


concession would have turned Poland into a land- 


locked country, Warsaw naturally baulked at the 


demand. When Hitler moved his forces into Bohemia 
and N ili 


any of his diplomatic overtures were worthless, and 


ent r d that 


ravia, the Polish Gover 


remained firm in its refusal to deal with the Nazi 


dictator. This wary attitude seemed justifiable in light 


y 


of the Führer's known contempt for Slavicspeaking 
peoples and, more importantly, Isis treacherous 
actions against them. Shortly after the fall of Prague. 


Hitler confirmed the Warsaw government's suspi- 


cions when German troops moved into Slovakia and 
massed along the south-west corner of Poland. 
int and alarmed by Hitler's deceitful behav- 


Indig 
iour over the Czechoslovakia crisis, the governments 


of France and Great Britain publicly proclaimed their 


s 
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determination to support Poland in the event of a 
German invasion. Since 1921, France had been a 
ally of Warsaw. In March 1939, Prime Minister Neville 
Chamberlain brought Great Britain into this bloc 
when he delivered a speech before the House of 
Commons which guaranteed immediate military aid 
to Poland if war should break out with Germany 

In April Parliament supported this declaration by 
enacting a conscription law passed by an overwhelm- 
ing m 


ijority. Although; the British armed forces 
would require a g 


deal of time to develop a size- 
able war machine, the significance of the measure 


lized that London 


was not lost on Hitler. He now n 
and Paris had abandoned appeasement as a diplo- 
matic policy in their dealings with. Germany. In 
August 1939, a formal military alliance signed 
between Great Britain and Poland confirmed this. 

If this end to appe 
worry for Hitler in his conflict with Poland, his new 


ment caused any feelings of 


Above: Felix Steiner, commander of the Deutschland 
Regiment, observes the enemy during the invasion of 
Poland. The regiment was part of Army Group North's 


thrust into Poland from East Prussia. 


alliances with Italy and the Union of Soviet Socialist 
Republics (USSR) quickly soothed such concerns 
Repeatedly snubbed by London and Paris when he 
had sought a pact with the Western democracies, 


Josef Stalin was now keen to accept an overt m 


the rabidly anti-communist regime of Nazi Germany 


Thus, in late August 1939, Berlin and Moscow signed 


a nons 
Poland without fear of starting a war with Russia. In 


ggression pact which enabled Hitler to invade 


return, Stalin would receive the eastern part of the 
country as far asthe River Bug. 

While) Hitler played his diplomatic games with 
other European nations, the German military forces 
had been preparing for the increasing likelihood of 
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war. Throughout the summer of 1939, soldiers in the 
Wehrmachtand the SS-Verfiigungstruppen regiments car- 
ried on with their military exercises at areas near the 
Polish border. Stationed in East Prussia, Feli 
and members of his Deutschland Regiment practised 
their marksmanship, Later, they,participated in a lav- 
ish parade commemorating the 25th anniversary of 
the Battle of Tannenberg, the site of a spectacular 
German victory over superior Russian forces during 
World War I. 


GERMANY Mositizes 

By mid-August, as relations between Germany 
Poland deterio ed, SS-VT units and other German 
military forces mobilized and took up positions near 
ion for an attack. 


ind 


the Polish border in prep 
Collectively, the Germans had. approximately 


million soldiers serving in five armies that were 
To defend Poland against 


stationed in the are; 


Army divisions, the Warsaw government had 
only 17 infantry brigades, 
and six cavalry brigades ready to fight. Despite receiv- 


Germ 


infantry divisions, thre 


ing accurate intelligence reports confirming this 
esia and 


massing of German forces in East Prussia, 
Slovakia, 
mobilize more units to meet the threat 

The plan of invasion developed by the Ober-kom 
mando des Heeres (OKH, or Army High Command) 
wa 
ing Germany's geographic advantage. With one army 
ip stationed to the north along the Baltic Sea, and 
another to the soutli ii Sloval 


the Polish armed forces were slow to 


a two-pronged pincer operation aimed at exploit- 


the Germans were in 


a position 4 sweep through western Poland as if the 


Belo 
during the invasion of Poland. Despite the speed of the 
much-vaunted Blitzkrieg, most of Germany's armed forces 
were still dependent on horsepower. 


: A gun team from the SS-VT's artillery regiment 


^m 


11771711 Hill 
Hi 


a 
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country were a large, vulnerable salient with a front 
line of roughly 2011km (1250 miles). Since this area 


contained both the capital and the most industrial- 


ized regions in Poland, its quick capture would con- 
stitute a decisive victory for the Third Reich. Poland 


was unprepared. To defend this area, as well as the 


Danzig Corridor, the Polish Army would be able to 
raise 45 divisions at the most 

On both sides of the Danzig Corridor, Army Group 
North (or 'A') was under the command of Field 
Marshal Fedor von Bock, and included two armies. In 
Pomerania, General Günther Hans von Kluge and his 


4th Army contained six infantry divisions, two motor- 
ized divisions and one panzer division. His task was to 
sweep through the Corridor, destroy enemy forces in 
st of 


the area, and isolate the Polish ‘Poznan’ Army. Ea 


2 


Above: German troops fording a river after the bridge has 
been blown b 
1939. As the SS 
determined to make the Germans fight for their country. 


y the retreating Poles on 11 Septembe: 


-VT discovered to its cost, the Poles w 


re 


Danzig, the 3rd Army, led by General Georg von 


Küchler, was poised to strike from Niedenburg and 
other areas in East Prussia. While some units within 


this organization would participate in the destruction 


of enemy forces in the Corridor, others would push 
roughly 160km (100 miles) due south, to Warsaw. 
One of the formations under the command of 
General Küchler was an experimental unit in I Corps 
called Panzer Division Kempf. Named after its com 
mander, Major General Werner Kempf, it contained 


only one infantry regiment, instead of two, the 
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standard number. OKH had authorized this scheme 
10 see if a large tank formation could function with 
only one unit of foot soldiers. The infantry regiment 
attached to Division Kempf was the Deutschland 
Regiment. Other SSVT units serving under Kempf’s 
command included the artillery regiment, the Flak 
machine-gun battalion, the récorinaissance battalion, 
and the signals battalions The Germania Regiment, 
the Leibstandartéand other SS forces served in areas 
further south m other army groups. 

In Slovakia and Silesia, Army Group South (or 'B') 
formed the other part of the German pincer. 
Commanded by Field Marshal Karl Rudolf Gerd von 
Rundstedt, this army group included three armies. 
Near Breslau and Glogau, General Johannes 
Blaskowitz and his 8th Army - which contained four 
infantry divisions along with the Leibstandarte and the 
SS pioneer battalion — prepared to engage Polish 
forces in the region of Poznan-Kutno, while the rest 
of the army group pushed upwards from the south. 

East of Oppeln, the 10th Army, under the com- 
mand of General Walther von Reichenau, served as 
the centre formation of Army Group B, and consisted 
of six infantry divisions, two motorized divisions, two 
Panzer divisions and other units, Their task was to 
move north-east and advance on Wielun, Lodz and 
Warsaw. From Slovakia, the 14th Army was to cross 
the Carpathian Mountains and trap enemy forces at 
Krakow and Przemysl Led by General Sigmund 
Wilhelm List, the army contained six infantry 
sions, two Panzer divisions and other units. 


SS Units 

Within Army Group B, the Germania Regiment was 
dispersed. Its units were attached to different sections 
within the 14th Army. In addition, the ‘Dresden’ 
Pioneer Battalion served in southern command and 
was attached to XV Corps. Meanwhile, the Der Fithrer 
Regiment remained in the Black Forest. With its 
recruits still in training, it would not see any action in 
Poland. Although Hitler and Reichsführer-SS Heinrich 
Himmler were both excited to see their SS formations 
prove themselves in battle, Hitler had chosen to 
divide them under different commands. This was 


done as à Concession to the Wehrmacht, which was 
opposed to the formation of an autonomous SS-VT 
division. Moreover, the sudden need for rapid mobi- 
lization for the upcoming invasion forced the Führer 
into postponing the creation of such a division, how- 
ever determined he was to see it come to life. 

At first, Hitler planned to launch Fall Weiss (Case 
White, the codename for the invasion of Poland) on 
26 August. However, he abruptly postponed the date 
of the operation because he believed that Great 
Britain, France and Poland might agree to a last- 
minute diplomatic settlement over the Danzig issue. 
When this prospect proved impossible, he ordered 
his two army groups to resume their preparations for 
the invasion. By this time, the Polish Government 
rioticed the threatening deployment of German 
forces along its borders and ordered a general 
mobilization of its own forces. 

Across the border from East Prussia, the 
Deutschland Regiment and other units attached to the 
3rd Army faced three major Polish formations, which 
were obstructing their advance to Warsaw, To the cast, 
the Narew Army was arrayed in an area stretching 
from Suwalki and Bialystok to thé-River Bug. Its 
strength consisted of the 18th and 23rd infantry divi- 
sions and the Suwalki and Podlaska cavalry brigades. 
Along the east bank of the River Narew, the Wyskow 
Group occupied an area north-east of the capital and 
contained the Ist, 35th and 41st infantry divisions. 

‘West of the River Narew, the Modlin Army covered 
an area that stretched from the German border at 
East Prussia to the town of Modlin, situated on the 
north bank of the River Vistula, with Warsaw directly 
on the other side. Well-entrenched in a network of 
fortifications, the army included the 8th and 20th 
infantry divisions and two cavalry brigades: Mazow 
and Nowogrod. In the north-west corner of Poland, 
from the Danzig Corridor to the River Warta, the 
Pomeranian and Poznan armies defended the region 
with nine infantry ‘divisions and three cavalry 
brigades. Within the port of Danzig, a Polish garrison 
with fewer than 5000 men remained in a location that 
was vulnerable to isolation and encirclement by 
enemy forces. 
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In southern Poland, the Germania Regiment and 
other units attached to the 10th and 14th armies had 
to contend with three large enemy forces covering an 
area between the River San and the town-of Wielun. 
Above eastern Slovakia, the Carpathian Army held a 
region west of the town of Przemysl with the 11th, 
24th and 38th infantry divisions, along with the 2nd 
and 3rd mountain brigades. In the south-west corner 
of Poland, the Krakow Army occupied the city of 
Krakow and surrounding areas. Its strength included 
the 6th, 7th, 21st, 23rd, 45th and 55th infantry divi- 
sions, along with the Krakow Cavalry Brigade. Further 
north, the Lodz Army straddled both banks of the 
River Warta. Another large force, it possessed the 
2nd, 10th, 28th, and 30th infantry divisions and two 
cavalry brigades, the Wolhynia and the Border. 


Above: A map showing the German attack at the begin- 
ning of September 1939, and the Soviet Union's offensive 
a few weeks later, dividing up Poland in the manner that 
had been agreed by the earlier German-Soviet Pact. 


Within the Polish interior, two more armies took 
up positions and prepared to block the German 10th 
and 14th armies in their march northwards to 
Warsaw. Between the Bug and Vistula Rivers, 
the Pyskor Group had a force consisting of the 
39th Infantry Division and the Warsaw Armoured 
Brigade. At the city’of Piotrkow, the Prussian Army 
occupied, an area due south of the capital. This 
organization contained the 3rd, 12th, 13th, 19th, 
20th and 36th infantry divisions, along with the Vi 
Cavalry Brigade. 
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Although many of these armies seemed formida- 
ble on paper, they were not at full strength by the 
time the Nazi invasion started. In fact, the Polish 


eneral mobi- 


Government did not even proclaim a g 
lization order until late morning 
few hours before the start of Case White. W 


1 31 August, just a 


à the 
attack began, 13 Polish divisions were still moving 


as, while six more had 


into their concentration”ar 
not even finished’ mustering in their barracks. In 
i within 


ditions a’ poor communications syste 
the ‚Polish armed forces prevented any effective 


coordir 


tion of these army groups. 


Below: SS artillery opens fire on the Danzig post office, 
the city. In pr: 
defenders holding 


t Polish resistance 


the scene of hea 


tice there was little chance of the city 


out for long against overwhelming odds. 


As participants in the invasion of Poland, the 
SS-VT units became involved in an experimental style 
of warfare that would be popularly known as the 
Blitzkrieg (or 
moving battle tanks, squadrons of warplanes flying at 


Lightning War’). Utilizing new fast- 


unprecedented speeds, and motorized infantry 
formations, the German armed forces used a strategy 


based upon speed and effective coordination among 


the diverse service branches, This type of combat was 
er and other SS officers want- 


exactly what Felix Stei 


ed. At last, they seemed to have the opportunity to 
s of hunters and athletes to 


unleash their batal 


help demolish the Polish war machine before it could 


organise, itself. and mount an adequate defence 


ist the invaders. 


39, the 


ans launched their attack on Poland, From East 


hus, on the morning of 1 September 1 
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Prussia, Steiner and his Deutschland Regiment crossed 
the border with the Kempf Division. From the start 
of the invasion, the terrain and weather of Poland 
created problems for the Deutschland Regiment and 
other German units. In the daytime, the weather was 
unbearably hot and arid. At night, heavy rainfall and 
sharp drops in temperature forced the SSVT soldiers 
to endure cold and damp conditions. 

Lacking adequate roads, northern Poland was 
covered With crude tracks that were embedded into 
soil that had a loose, sandy texture. As a result, trucks 
and other vehicles were liable to get bogged down 


Below: The Polish defenders of the Danzig post office 
seen being escorted from the scene by SS soldiers. Here, 
as elsewhere in Poland, the Waffen-SS acquitted them: 
selves well, although with high casualty rates. 


during the campaign. When the night rains soaked 
the landscape, this problem only worsened, as the 
dry, dusty trails became streams of mud puddles. Not 
surprisingly, the sandy terrain also caused mechanical 
problems for vehicles. Frequent breakdowns - along 
with fuel shortages - forced SS and regular Army 
soldiers alike to abandon their transports and 
advance into Poland on foot. Marching through tlie 
loose soil under the hot, summer sun, many of them 
began to feel tired and worn down even before they 
had engaged in combat. 

Despite these hardships, the men of the 
Deutschland Regiment were eager to play their part in 
the Kempf Di 
first Objective. This was a group of defensive positions 


n when the organization reached its 


yed along the northern outskirts of the border 


towns of Zavadski and Dvierznis. At this site, the S: 
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regiment received the honour of spearhe: 
attack, On the left, Ist Battalion was to ass: 
positions at Zavadski while to the west, 3rd Battalion 
received the order to strike Polish forces at Dvierznis. 
After ta 
proceed further south, attack enemy positions at the 
town of Mlava, and converge at a hill called Point 192. 


ng these towns, the two battalions werd 10 


First CASUALTIES 

In the wake of an artillery barrage that pounded 
enemy positions, the soldiers in 1st Battalion moved 
up a ridge leading to Zavadski. Georg Prell, a soldier 
in-the battalion's No. 3 Company, noted, ‘on the 


enemy side of the village there were barbed wire 
barricades and beyond that high ground from which 
the Poles had good observation’. Despite these obsta- 
cles, he asserted that ‘the tempo of our attack could 
not be slowed down’. During the course of the battle, 


Above: An N! 
well as his KAR 98K rifle and German stick grenades, he 
has some captured Polish WZ 31 grenades with which to 


keeps a watchful eye on the enemy. As 


repel any Polish counterattacks. 


Prell recalled, "Unterscharführer Luk Krieger worked 
his way through the barbed wire and stormed upon 
the heavily defended ridge. In the murderous enemy 
fire Luk was mortally wounded and we could not at 


first recover the body of ... the first comrade of our 


mpany to be killed in action.” 

After assailing another, area within the Polish 
defence lines at Zavadski, the forward companies 
pushed through the Polish defences in a determined 
attack and, Seized the town. The men killed and 


wounded in this action were some of the first casualties 
of the Waffen-SS. On the right, 3rd 


is. With these border 


talion experi- 


enced similar success at Dvier 


a 
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positions thus captured, the SS soldiers proceeded 
south down a road leading to Mlava. 


LITTLE Opposition 
Much to their surprise, the battalions of the 
Deutschland Regiment faced little opposition during 


their advance to Mlava, until they came close to a net- 


work of permanent fortifications established to the 
north of the settlement. Marching on a secondary 
road 2km (1.2 miles) to the west, 3rd Battalion care- 
fully approached an outpost at the village of Bialuty, 
only to discover that the facility had been abandoned. 
When the regiment reached the Mlava Line, however, 
its members confronted a formidable obstacle block- 
ing their drive to Warsaw. At the foot of a steep slope 


" 


Above: Troops entering Sochaczew in Poland. The white 
cross on the armoured car was the standard identification 
mark at this time, but it was changed in 1940, after it was 


discovered that the enemy used it as an aiming poi 


in front of the Mlava Line, the SS battalions found 


themselves in an exposed position, vulnerable to 
nd riflefire from the Polish 


defenders occupying the crest of the ridge. 


punishing artillery- 


In another show of coürageous behaviour, the 
Deutschland Regiment volunteers charged up the 
slope of the hill; This time, the Polish defenders were 
more tenacious, pouring down a hail of bullets that 
stopped the German advance in its tracks. After 


launching another unsuccessful attack, the SS 
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regiment received an order from its division 
commander instructing it to dispatch reconnaissance 
patrols into the Polish defensive positions in an effort 
to find weak spots to exploit. Before Steiner could 
carry out this order, he received another order from 
I Corps headquarters which countermanded it and 
detailed a new plan. In the middle of the afternoon, 
all forces within the corps were to launch a combined 
assault on the Mlava Line. 

In this attack, the Deutschland Regiment carried 
out its original task: the seizure of Point 192. After a 
massive artillery barrage on the hill, the SS troops 
moved up its slopes in a two-pronged assault, with bat- 
tle tanks from the Ist Battalion, 7th Panzer Regiment 
accompanying them in the ascent, Unfortunately for 
the Deutschland Regiment, the artillery batteries 
proved to be ineffectual, Despite the intensity of the 
bombardment, the enemy bunkers positioned within 
the high ground of Point 192 suffered little more 
than minor scratches. In addition, the Luftwaffe 
failed in its promise to send a squadron of Ju 87 
‘Stuka’ dive-bombers to soften the Polish defences 

The tank crews did not fare any better during the 
assault. After travelling only short distances, most of 
them became ensnared in railway lines that had been 
implanted into concrete to act as anti-tank obstacles. 
Because the armoured battalion was operating 
PzKpfw I light- and PzKpfw II medium tanks that were 
not large or powerful enough to roll over these 
obstructions, it became an easy target for Polish 
artillery batteries, and withered under heavy shelling. 
During the course of the day, 39 German tanks were 
destroyed, heavily damaged or brokén down. 

Frustrated with the results of this assault, and 
alarmed at the amount of devastation inflicted upon 
his battalion, the commander of the 7th Panzer 
Regiment gained permission from I Corps headquar- 


ters to order a withdrawal of his remaining tank 
erews. The attack on the Mlava Line constituted an 
inauspicious beginning for tank warfare in World War 
II, During the Polish campaign, the tendency of these 
Vehicles to break down frequently, as well as the lack 
of firepower mounted within their hulls, prevented 
them from performing as decisive a role in battles as 


OKH had expected them to accomplish. The PzKpfw 
I contained only two machine guns within its turret, 
while the PzKpfw II had only one small 37mm 
(1.47in) cannon and one machine gun. Both tanks 
also had fairly thin armour, and did not have a 
particularly high top speed. 


Rare Success 

Despite the lack of support from artillery crews and 
armoured formations, and unable to use their motor- 
ized capabilities due to fuel shortages, the SS men of 
the Deutschland Regiment still acquitted themselves 
rather well during the batle for Mlava. Under 
constant fire from sharpshooters and artillery batter- 
ies, they travelled a good distance up Point 192, 
reaching a position less than 150m (164yd) from the 
first row of Polish bunkers, before their superior 
officers ordered them to retire at the end of the day. 
In its first day of battle, the SS formation was one of 
the few German units to do its job properly, and it did 
so under adverse circumstances. 

The following day, the Kempf Division, left the 
Mlava Line and headed towards Chorzele, a town 
situated 40km (25 miles) to the east. In this area, the 
fighting went well for the Germans. After another 
Army Corps had punched a gaping hole in the Polish 
lines, the combined strength of the Deutschland 
Regiment, a detachment from the 7th Panzer 
Regiment and other battle groups poured into the 
breach, routing enemy forces. In a furious pursuit, 
the Germans followed a corpssize group of Polish 
men, which was retreating to the River Narew. More 
than 48km (30 miles) south-east of Chorzele, at an 
area around the town of Rozan, the Poles took up 
positions within a complex comprising four old forts 
which had been built by the Russian Tsars. 

Within these ancient fortifications, Polish resis- 
tance stiffened. In the ensuing battle — similar to the 
one fought at Mlava. the previous day — the Polish 
defenders decimated the SS battalions and other 
German units which had been sent to attack them, 
relendessly hitting these assailants with enfilade- 
and frontal gunfire. In addition, the Poles knocked 
out 11 battle tanks, while another 20 suffered from 
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mechanical malfunctions, Although both sides 


sustained heavy losses, the Germans were getting the 


worst of it. Moreover, the battalions‘ of the SS 
regiment eventually became too depletéd to dislodge 
the Poles from their positions’ After repulsing this 
offensive, the defenders laünched a series of cavalry 


charges that forced the Germans to retire. 


CosrLY Victory 


he battle for Rozan turned out to be as unnecessary 


as it was costly, When the attacking German fore 


crossed the River Narew at a point further south, they 
threatened to encircle the town and its forts. As a 
result, the Polish units occupying the forts were 
forced to retreat in order to avoid being trapped, The 


Germans could have taken the area without firmg a 


shot, simply by performing this f 
Alter this costly victory, the Deutschland Regiment 


anking manoeuvre. 


resumed its pursuit of the retreating enemy forces. 


Marching south towards the River Bug, the SS batta 


ions captured thé towns of Loriza, Czervin and 
Nadbory.' Düring this period of relative tranquility, 
the S&VT troops had to contend with little more than 
the hot sun and the 


ndy dirt beneath their feet. 
t back a 


Aided by the 7th Panz 
k la 


sent from Lomza 


Regiment, they be 


achment 


feeble at inched by a small Polish det 


On 10 September, the Kempf Division crossed the 
river at the town of Brok and continued south iran 


attempt to intercept a detachment from. the Pysi 
€ 
defence of the capital. Howeyer, the Kempf Division 


‘saw to aid in the 


oup, which was heading for Wa 


failed to apprehend the Polish unit, as it was under 


the dii 


ction of skilled commanders and manned by 
motivated soldiers who successfully kept the Germans 
at bay: During this stage in the campaign, the German 


division was no longer acting as a monolithic organi- 


zation: 


its units now operated in isolation as separate 
battle groups. 

After this misadventure, the units in the Kempf 
Division moved further south and seized the towns of 


alosym and Zelechow before turning east and 
heading for Najiejowice. Fifty miles due east of 
Warsaw, the Deutschland Regiment captured Siedlce 
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and then began the march south-west toward 
Majieowicje. Travelling behind these formations, SS 
Einsatztruppen or ‘death squads’ performed their 
grisly work, liquidating any local Jews, communists 
and intellectuals that fell into their hands. 


By the middle of the month, German forces in 


areas east of Warsaw had crushed most of the signifi- 
cant enemy opposition and were preparing to join 
the encirclement around the capital. On 16 
September, S$-Sturmbannführer Matthias Kleinheister- 
kamp, the very talented commander of the 
Deutschland Regiment's 3rd Battalion, led his troops 
to the banks of the River Vistula and helped close the 


Above: Inside a Polish fort after its fall at the end of 
September. The defence of the Modlin Line was effec- 
'ely the last swansong for the Polish Army, and once it 
had been breached, there was no hope for Warsaw. 


ring of German forces surrounding the cit 
Meanwhile, Steiner received a message ordering his 
SS regiment to participate in an attack on an enemy 
stronghold situated north-west of Warsaw. 
Reassembled into a unified organization, the 
Kempf Division moved south-west to the town of 
Naczpolsk, then headed north until it reached a long 
network of Polish defences known as the Modlin 


Line. Arrayed across the northern: outskirts of the 
town of Modlin in the east, and Zäcrozym in the west, 
the line included two, forts, Fort No. 1 was situated 
above Zacrozym, while Fort No. 2 occupied an area 
north-east of Modlin. Both of these structures were 
well-constructed citadels garrisoned with 35,000 
ighly motivated to take a last s 


and 


soldiers who were 
in defence of their country. 

In the wake of the Battle of the River Bzura west of 
Warsaw, the Polish Army was in tatters, The conquest 
of the country was, by now, a foregone conclusion 
and 
acular 


and simply a matter of time. However, Hitle 
OKH wanted to capture the capital in a spe 
ral divisions, regardless of the 


assault involving se 


casualties suffered in such a dramatic action. To 


accomplish this feat, the Germans needed to overrun 
the Modlin Line, and so operations against this 
eptember. 


formidable defence complex began on 19 $ 


CONSOLIDATION 


days, the Germans consolidated their 


For thre 
control of areas around Warsaw and the Modlin Line 
before initiating further aggressive action, On 22 
September, reconnaissance detachments from the 
Deutschland Regiment probed enemy defences for 
vulnerable points, only to return with heavy casual 
ties. Although this débâcle seemed to foreshadow a 
long and bloody battle for the city, Luftwaffe 
supremacy over the sky enabled the Germans to fight 
more effectively against their well-entrenched oppo- 
nents, While Stuka dive-bombers (known as the ‘fly: 
ing artillery’) softened up enemy positions, a pioneer 
company from the Deutschland Regiment managed to 
blast a hole in a line of barbed wire protecting the 
Modlin defence network. 

Despite this breach, a general ground assault did 
not immediately ensue. Instead, senior German 


strategists waited for another week while more 
squadrons of Stukas swooped down on the forts and 
hammered the Polish defenders. Two days beforé the 
scheduled attack on Warsaw was to begin, on the 
evening of 27 September, an Obersfirmführer (first 
lieutenant) from Steiner's First Baualion returned 
from a patrol and reported that the garrison at No. 1 


si 
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Fort above Zacrozym appeared to be severely deplet- 
ed. The junior officer suggested seizing the struct 
in an attack similar to those launched by the storm 
battalions of World War I. The following night, 


Steiner led his own reconnaissance patrol into il 


agreed with this suggestion, and pl 


ned 


area, 
accordingly for a stirprise attack. 

Early the following morning, companies from the 
iter line of the Polish 


SS regiment infiltrated the 
defences arrayed in front of Zacrozym and waited for 
the order to attack, when the general offensive was to 
men waited for 


begin. At these positions, the S: 
another hour after the campaign's chief strategists 
had heard a rumour that the Poles might surrender 
without another battle. When this rumour turned out 
to be groundless, the final assault on Warsaw went 
ahead. At 06.15 hours on 29 September, an artillery 


bombardment began against the town of Zacrozym 
and No. | Fort. 

Fifteen minutes lajer, the infiltration companies of 
the Deutschland Regiment sprang into action. Led by 
detachments armed with flame-throwers, these ui 
d their way through enemy defences 


quickly pust 
ánd overran most of Zacrozym within 90 minutes, 
By this time, the 


taking several thousand prisone 
officer commanding the Polish garrison had ordered 


some of his soldie 


his troops to surrender. Howeve 
either did not hear the order or defied it, and decid- 


ed to keep fighting 


MerciLess BOMBARDMENT 


Nearby, the Polish garrison at No. 1 F 
» their positions at German troops 


rt continued to 


resist, firing fre 
acrozym and elsewhere. However, 


fighting in 
the Germans soon unleashed a merciless artillery 
bombardment upon the citadel, forcing its 
afternoon. By 


Sarviving occupants to capitulate in th 


this time, Colonel Steiner was able to report that his 
SS regiment had achieved all of its objectives for 
the day. 

Less than an hour after the fall of Zacrozym and 
No. 1 Fort, the general commanding Polish forces at 
tility of continuing 


the Modlin Line recognized the fi 


furthe tance and ordered all thé-troops in his 


resi 


command to surrender. The fall of this stronghold 
effectively ended the Polish campaign for the 
Deutschland Regiment. Despite the tensions between 
the Wehrmacht and the SS-VT, Steiner and his regi- 
ment had performed well enough to win the praise of 
al commander, Werner Kempf, who 


the divisi 
promptly communicated his favourable impressions 
to OKH 

The general also declared his admiration for the 
SS Artillery Regiment as a unit that contained 
motivated soldiers Who had carried out their duties 


with skill and precision. In addition, he was 
impressed with the SS Reconnaissance Detachment 
Which, in his view, was led by an officer imbued with 
energy and initiative. Kempf especially respected the 
type of training that the men in this battalion had 
accomplished and exhibited in action. Finally, the 


Below: The victorious Führer drives past an armoured 
column on his way to Warsaw on 5 October 1939, The per- 
formance of the SS-VT had impressed Hitler, and he was 
persuaded to allow further expansion of the Waffen-SS. 


general citied the SS Signals Unit for performing to a 
degree of perfection that he had never seen before. 

The Polish campaign was also an invaluable 
educational experience for the Deutschland 
Regiment. During the month of September, the men 
in this unit learned to operate in a variety of 
situations that confronted infantry formations. Such 
experiences ranged from the assaults on enemy 
fortification, to cooperation with tank units, In 
Berlin, both Hitler and Himmler were pleased with 


the performance of their 


regiment and agreed 
that their SS-Verfügungstruppen units would perform 
better if they were assembled into their own 
autonomous division. 

While the Deutschland Regiment swooped into 
northern Poland with the 3rd Army, the 


Germania Regiment ‘operated in separate dei 


en of the 


ch- 
ments within the western and southern parts of the 
country, Primarily under the command of al 
List and thus attached to the 14th Army in Slovakia, 
Some of Germania’s battalions and companies spent 
much of their time guarding the left flank of XXII 
Corps during its push to the eastern town of € 
At the same time, the regiment's 2nd Battalion acted 


jene 


elm. 


in cooperation with VIII Corps, while its Armoured, 
Reconnaissance Platoon was attached to the 5i 
Panzer Division, 


Goon PERFORMANCE 


Although these units were thinly spre: 


1 over large 


areas, most of them performed well during the cam- 


paign. While blocking a road west of the town of 
Przemysl No. 15 Company ambushed a battalionsize 
Polish column and took at le: 
the day, the company confronted a more serious prob- 


1 500 prisoners, Later in 


lem when a unit of cadets and officers from the Polish 
War Academy at Krakow charged the Germans in an 
effort to push through the SS roadblock and reach 
Lemberg. After sustaining heavy casualties, the SS sol- 
diers retreated north to join No. 1 Company. While the 
7th Infantry Division attacked elements ‘of the 
Carpathian Army at Przemysl, the two companies main- 
tained precarious blocking positions to help prevent 
ping the beleaguered town. 


enemy troops from esca 
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Meanwhile, Germania’s 2nd Battalion went with the 
8th Infantry Division during an advance on the 
Brzoza-Stadnice-Linica railway line. Assigned the 
task of capturing a bridge crossing the River San at 
Kreszov, the battalion marched 130km (80 miles) in 
just two days and joined a detachment from the 5th 
Panzer Division en route í6 its destination. On the 
afternoon of the 12th September, the Germans 
reached the bridge at Kreszov, only to see it demol- 
ished by troops from the Carpathian Army stationed 
on the other side of the river. 

Undeterred by this setback, a platoon from the 
battalion's No. 3 Company and another from No. 5 
Company forded the River San under the cover of 
darkness during the ensuing evening. On the east 
bank, the SS men discovered that the Poles had with“ 
drawn. By the end of the night, the Germans had 
secured both sides of the river just as the 8th Infantry 
Division reached the area. During a brief attempt to 
overtake the retreating enemy forces, the soldiers of 
No. 6 Company, 2nd Battalion, Germania Regiment 
came close to being hit by friendly fire when a 
squadron „of Stuka dive-bombers swooped into the 
area and hammered the Poles with explosives and 
heavy machine-gun fire. 


END OF THE CAMPAIGN 
At the end of the month, when the devastated city of 
Warsaw had finally surrendered to the Germans, the 
Polish campaign effectively came to an end: 
Pummelled mercilessly by Luftwaffe bombers, the 
capital had lost its flour-mills, water facilities, and 
other important structures, forcirig its defenders to 
capitulate. With Warsaw now in German hands, 
Polish resistance ended throughout the country, 
except for a small garrison occupying an area north 
of Danzig, which capitulated in early October. East of 
the River Bug, Soviet forces consolidated their con- 
trol over the part of the country that Hitler had con- 
ceded to Russia in exchange for the non-aggression 
pact signed earlier in the y 
On 30 September, the Führer delivered a radio 
broadcast to his people, informing them of the great 
victory scored by the German Armed Forces in 


Poland, In his address, he noted that his armies had 
taken almost 700,000 prisoners of war, while suffering 
relatively low casualty rates. In the eastern part of the 
country, the Red Army captured another 217,000 
Polish soldiers, while roughly 100,000 of them 
escaped to Romania to join the Allied war effort 
During the campaign, total German losses included 
10,572 killed, 30,322 wounded and 3400 missing. 

Although most of the SS-VT regiments, battalions 
and companies had impressed their division com: 
manders, high-ranking Wehrmacht officers maintained 
their opposition to SS military formations. Claiming 
that SS-VT officers and NCOs had exhibited inept 
leadership on the field, some Army generals also 
accused their unwanted auxiliaries of committing 
atrocities against unarmed civilians. However, the 
actual culprits in such actions were members of 55- 
Totenkopf (Death's Head) units, which had been 
charged with the specific task of eliminating intellec- 
tuals, Jews, communists and other undesirables from 
areas conquered by German forces. These killing 
squads also sent many civilians to concentration 
camps and engaged in extensive looting and proper- 
ty destruction throughout Poland, 

Not surprisingly, Himmler considered such brutal- 
ity to be justifiable, claiming that it was necessary 10 
pacify the countryside and eliminate any potential 
threats to German control of the area, To him, and to 
other hardcore National Socialist ideologues, the 
alleged inferiority of the Slavic ‘subhuman’ races also 
made this cruel behaviour acceptable - and even 
appropriate — to advance the interests of the Aryan 
master race. Unfortunately for the soldiers of the SS- 
Verfügungstruppen, the atrocities performed by other 
elements of the SS organization quickly created the 
impression of guilt by association, even in the early 
stages of World War II. 

Despite this blot on their‘reputation, the com- 
manders of the SSVT fotmations finally got what they 
wanted from their Führer. In mid-October, Hitler 
ordered these units, which were now stationed in 
Pilsen, to be joined into a single organization, the S$- 
Verfügungs Division, or the SSVT Division. As an 
autonomous formation, the new division was to 
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include the Deutschland, Germania and Der Führer 
infantry regiments, as well as the artillery regiment, 
ak 


ns, At the same 


ind the signals, pioneer, reconnaissance, anti 
ind anti 


rcraft machine-gun battali 
time, he also authorized the creation of two more SS 
s, the Totenkopf 


To keep the Wehrmacht appeased, Hitler assured its 


organizatic ad the Polizei divisions. 


senior commanders that these divi: 


ons would oper- 


nte under A 
Although 
of war with € 


my control during campaigns 


»ermany was now technically in a state 
at Britain and France, 
came and went without any re: 


several months 


tary host 
taking place between them. As a result, the new SS 


m 


divi 


ons had an abundant amount of time during 


this ‘Phoney War’ to attract new member 


acquire 
weapons, vehicles, and equipment, and learn how to 


noeuvre in unified formations. Before 


fight and n 
the invasion of Poland, the SS-Verfiigungstruppen pos- 
sessed roughly 18,000 men, In the months following 
the campaign, the newly named SS-VT Division grew 
to include 100,000 troops. During this time, thé 
the Schutzstaffel officially became 
known as the Waffen-SS. 


armed branch 


Below: Sentries stand guard on the new frontier between 
- and Soviet-occupied Poland. The success of the 
SS-VT led to i 


take part in Hitler's next gamble: the invasion of France. 


Germa 


rapid expansion and re-fitting, ready to 


CHAPTER FOUR 


In May 1940 the 
|. battlefield for the 


y 


3 


as a division on the 3 


hortly after the conquest of Poland, the recently 
promoted SS-Gruppenführer (Lieutenant-General) 
Paul Hausser took charge of the SS-Verfügungs 
Division, becoming the first commander of the unit 
city of Pilsen, 


A month later, he and his men left th 


in western Czechoslovakia, to spend roughly six 


months “ar western Germany. There they would 


engage in intense waining and preparation for the 
coming war with Great Britain and France. For the 


first time, the soldiers in his command were learning 


to operate and fight as members of a unified division 
In April 1940, the new division received more 


support units that would strengthen th 


ganization 
in time to participate effectively in the invasion of thé 
Low Countries (Holland and Belgium). The addition 
of these fresh troops and the rigorous training 
regimen imposed upon the soldiers of the SSVT 
Division indicated to them that they would play a 


significant role in the operation. Not surprisingly, the 


SS men were highly motivated to perform their duty 


During this period of preparation, they had devel- 
óped a strong sense of comradeship and loyalty to 


Left: The commander of the SS-Ferfügungs Division, SS- 
Gruppenführer Paul Hausser, discusses the battle situation 
with one of his officers in France, in May 1940. In the 


background are some of the division in foxholes. 


their division commander, whom they affectionately 


referred to as ‘Papa’ Hausser 


While the men of the SS-Verfügungs Division 
Adolf Hitler and the 


isis of the Third Reich developed 


laboured in western Germany, 


top military strate 


a plan for the conquest of Western Europe. Even 
before it began Fall Gelb (Case Yellow, the codename 


Zountries and northern 


for the invasion of the Low, 
France), in April 1940 the High Command of the 
Ge 
on De 
countries might fall into Allied hands, Hitler and 
OKW had initiated this actio 
British naval and air forces of possible bases. They 


1 Armed Forces (OKW) launched an assault 


park and Norway. Concerned that these two 


in order to deprive 


also wanted to obtain areas that were rich in iron ore. 


Denmark fell to the Germans with little resistance, 
while Norway capitulated after a campaign that lasted 
until June 


GERMAN PLAN 
The € 
and northern 


man plan of invasion for the Low Countries 


France involved the use of three army 


groups. In the south, Army € 


ip C occupied a 


collection of strongholds known as the Siegfried Line 


Luxemboi 


(or the Westwall), which stretched fr 
to Switzerland. Led by Field Marshal Wilhelm Ritter 


1wo armies and was 


von Leeb, this group containe 


s 
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positioned along the border direcily-opposite the 
famous Maginot Line, an impressive network of 


fortifications constructed by the French Army to 


prevent a German breakthrough into France across 
the River Rhine. Whi 
this location and kept Allied forces distracted in the 


Army Group C remained at 


south, the two other groups were to initiate offensive 
actions to the north, 


cross a swathe of territory that extended 


Arrayes 
from Ai: 


la-Chapelle to Luxembourg, Army Group A 
was under the command of Field Marshal Karl Rudolf 
The 


ization was to cross the Ardennes 


Gerd von Rundstedt and included four armies. 


task of this orga 


Forest and push through Luxembourg and southern 
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th-west until its panzer and 


Belgium, then swing 
motorized divisions reached the English Channel at 


an area north of the River Somme. OKW hoped that 


if Rundstedt’s forces accomplished this feat, they 
might be able to trap several thousand-Allied troops 
g the-port of Dunkirk. 


in a coastal area su 


»und 

On the northern end jof the German invasion 
force, Army Group, B'served as the right wing of the 
ided by Field Marshal Fedor von 


operation. Comm: 
Bock, this organization contained 99 divisions distrib- 
uted into two armies. While the 6th Army lunged 


org von Küchler 


across southern Holland, General Ges 


er Meuse and 


and his 18th Army was to cross the Ri 
help two airborne divisions to capture Rotterdam and 


The Hague. During Case Yellow, Hausser and his 
SS-Verfügungs Division would serve in this army. In 


addition to the Dutch and Belgian troops that they 


would have to fight during the invasion, Küchlei 


forces faced the prospect of 26 British and French 
divisions which were arrayed across an area from 
Dunkirk to the River Oise. 

Originally, Hitler and OKW intended to provide 
Army € 


a strong right wing was necessary to drive across the 


ip B with the most divisioris, believing that 


Low Countries, smash enemy forces north of the 
River Somme, and seize Dunkirk and other Channel 
ports. However, Rundstedt's chief of staff, Lieutenant 
General Erich von Manstein, eventually persuaded 


Left: An SS armoured car crosses the border with Holland 
on 10 May 1940. The SS-VT's task Was to link up with the 
paratroopers who had landed éarlier that morning, but 
several canals and rivers stood in their way. 


the Führer to commit more divisions to Army Group 
A, so that Rundstedt's armies could push deeper into 
France and prevent enemy forces from mounting an 
effective counter-offensive from the south. With this 
objective accomplished, Manstein argued, the 
Germans could then isolate Allied armies north of 
Sedan with less difficulty. Hitler's acceptance of this 
suggestion meant that the 18th Army would have 
fewer divisions to use in Holland and Belgium. 


ALLIED ORGANIZATION 


On the other side of the Low Countries, Allied forces 


were organized into three groups. Covering an area 


from Dunkirk to the town of Montmedy, the Ist Army 
Group included the French Ist, 2nd, 7th and 9th 
y 


rmíes, along with the British Expeditioi orce 


(BEF), which was stationed at the city of Lille. Further 


south, the 2nd Army Group contained three French 


anm 


es occupying the Maginot Line from Verdun to 


the town of Selestat. Near Switzerland, the 3rd Army 


Group faced the German 7th Army. In the event of a 


[t 


ian attack, the 2nd and 3rd Army Groups were 


10 maintain their defences, while the Ist Army Group 


was 10 attempt a counter-offensive through Belgium. 
Months before the German army groups massed 


along their borders, the Dutch and Belgian govern- 


ments knew that Hitler was planning to launch an 


invasion into th ries. In January 1940, this 


fact had become clear when a plane carrying two 
Luftwaffe officers crashed inside Belgium, When 
local soldiers took the two men into custody, they 


found on one of them a set of papers that included 


specific details of the invasion plan formulated by 
ORW. Undeterred by this mishap, Hitler 


German High Command were determined to launch 


Case Yellow on schedule, and made only a few titinor 


attack. After this incident, the 


changes to the 


SS-Verfiigungs Division and other its attached to the 
18th Army would not be able to tike their adversaries 
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completely by surprise when the ns eventually 
moved into Holland. 


In the early morning of the 10th May, Fall Gelb 


ran when two groups of German paratroopers 
jumped out of their Junkers Ju 32 transport airplanes, 
dropped from the sky, and landed on-Dutch soil. 
Protected by squadrons of fighters arid dive-bombers, 
the soldiers of the 22nd Infantry Division descended 
a designated landing zone near The Hague. 
the Luftwaffe 7th Airborne 


h similar protection 


ion landed close to Rotterdam. Because the divi- 
sions were isolated within the two areas, the success of 
these airborne operations ultimately depended upon 
the timely arrival of the 18th Army before the Dutch 
could surround the paratroopers and crush them. 


At the Dutch capital, the 22nd Division quickly got 


into trouble. Although the German paratroopers 


" 


Above: An SS-VT 37mm (1.47in) anti-tank gun pulled by 
what appears to be a Kettenrad half-track motorcycle dur 
ing Case Yellow. However, the calibre of the gun was too 
small to threaten Allied tanks like the British Matilda. 


captured three Ids surrounding The Hague, the 
Dutch I 
North Sea and launched a brutal counterattack 


After retaking these facilities, the Dutch kept the 


ps soon arrived from its base near the 


German paratroopers at bay and took about 1000 
prisoners, which were then sent to detention camps 
in England. For at least.a short time, The Hague 
remained in Dutch hands. 

At Rotterdamythe 7th Airborne Division enjoyed 
more success. Afier seizing part of the city and the 
Waalhaven airport, its paratroopers successfully 
repelled a Dutch counter-attack. Aided by close 
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the division consolidated control ov 


airsupport, 
the areas it held and then seized a sec 


ion of land to 


the east. This would open a corridor that would help 
18th ls 
Within this area, the paratroopers occupied. both 
banks of the River Maas at the city of Dordrecht 
also captured the strategically: important. Moerdijk 
bridges that crossed the/estuary of the river before 
the Dutch could demolish them. 


SS-VT iN Action 


While the two groups of paratroopers assaulted The 


the Army mareh through the Nethe 


They 


Hague and Rotterdam, the SS-VT Division and other 
formations of the 18th Army crossed the Dutch bor- 
der to join the invasion of Holland. In this early s 
of Case Yellow, the units within the SS division oper- 


the Der Führer 


ated separately, Since December 19 


nent; the 2nd Battalion of the division's artillery 


regiment, a pioneer company, and a vehicle column 
l Wih Infantry Division. 
Me 
de: 


d been attached to the 


while, S$-Verfügungs Division's reconnaissance 


ichment and the Deutschland Regiment's armoured 
54th Infantry Division. 

lam, the 18th 
lines of defence 


car platoon served with the 


To reach the paratroopers at Rote 


Army had to push through seve 
Ar 
d canals. 


which the Dutch y had established alongside 


n The first such obstacle 


nerous 


ver 


was a defensive position running between the Rivers 


ljssel (or Yssel) and Maas at the cities of Arnhem, 


Below: A map showing the main German thrusts during 
Case Yellow, and the locations where the SS-VT were 
involved in operations before the evacuation of the Allied 
troops from Dunkirk in June 1940. 


Key 


= German offensive 


Country border 


on, a 

A Calais Dunkirk: 
(Boulogne. 
( StOmer ® 


N 
Forest of ) 
Nieppe ) 
La Bassée / 
rS 


Brussels e 


Pus 


À (i 


k 
a 


Amsterdam 5, 
A ungen 
Rotterdam’ 


C] 


‘SS-DAS REICH 


Nijmegen and Malden, near the German border. The 
second barrier constituted two sets of fortifications. 
From the Zuider Zee to the River Maas, the Dutch IT 
and IV Corps held an area known as the Grebbe Line. 
Directly below this position, III Corps garrisoned the 
Peel Line, which extended as far south as the town of 
Weert. At this section, III Corps was not expected to 
halt the German advance for an indefinite period. 
Instead, its troops were stationed at the Peel Line sim- 
ply to delay the 18th Army long enough for Allied 
forces to reach the area and mount a counter-attack. 

The third line of defence established by the Dutch 
Army was known as Vesting Holland, or ‘Fortress 
Holland’, This area consisted of several pillboxes and 
other strongholds positioned along a line that ran 
cast of Amsterdam down to Hertogenbosch, then 
turned west along the River Waal, covering Dordrecht 
and Rotterdam before reaching the North Sea. As a 
last resort, to stall the German advance the Dutch 
Army planned to open several dikes in the region, 
thus flooding the countryside with sea water. 

Hausser and other high-ranking officers in the 
18th Army rez 
success oftheir drive through the Low Countries. If 
the Dutch succeeded in slowing Bock's armies long 
enough to destroy important bridges and dikes, they 
would isolate the 7th Airborne Division and buy 
enough time to enable French and British forces to 
reach the area, Just as the paratroopers landed on 
r zones near Rotterdam and The Hague, on 10 
May Küchler's divisions poured across the border in 
an effort to reach the North Sca as quickly as possible. 

At the front of the 18th Army, the! Der Führer 
Regiment would receive its baptism of fire while 
attached to the 207th Infantry Division, X Corps. In 
fact, the regiment served as the spearhead for the 
invasion. Behind the Der Führer Regiment, the rest of 
the SS-Verfügungs Division waited with many other 
gtoups within the army, while the forward units of the 
207th Division pushed into the Netherlands. Because 
the 18th Army was so large, when the invasion began, 
the rest of Hausser's command was still on the east 


ized tha 


speed would be cruci 


the 


bank of the River Rhine moving in one of the 
transport columns. 


At the start of the invasion, the men of the Der 
Führer Regiment immediately showed their courage 
and enthusiasm for the task. Within two hours, the 


regiment's 3rd Battalion reached the east bank of the 
River Ijssel near Arnhem. Despite this rapid progress 
it did not reach the area quickly enough to prevent 
the Dutch troops stationed across the river from 
destroying its bridges. Undeterred by this setback, Der 
Führers 2nd Baualion crossed the River Ijssel and its 
pioneer company managed to establish a bridgehead 
by the afternoon, This feat accomplished, the 
regiment captured a stronghold at the town of 
Westervoort and later seized Arnhem. 


Poor Durch MoRALE 


Senior military officers in the Dutch armed forces 
had hoped that their troops would hold this area for 
at least three days until Allied forces arrived. When 
the soldiers in the Der Führer Regiment seized 
Westervoort and Arnhem within a matter of hours, 
y and 


they shocked the Dutch Army with their tena 
resourcefulness. By the end of the day, thanks in part 
to the actions of the SS unit, the 18th Army had 
advanced over 100km (62 miles)-into Holland 
 Justifiably gratified by their achievements during the 
first day of Case Yellow, the Der Führer Regiment's 
troops bivouacked at an area near Renkum and pre- 
pared for their assault on the Grebbe Line. It was 
scheduled for the following morning. 

While the Der Führer Regiment charged across the 
River Ijssel, Hausser's Reconnaissance Detachment 
operated in an area to the south in a formation 
known as the ‘Grave Group’, In addition to this SS 
unit, the outfit included two Wehrmacht battalions 
from the 254th Infantry Division. One battalion was a 
machine-gun unit, the other an artillery battery 
Separated into five assault detachments, the Grave 
Group was to perform a role similar to that of the Der 
Führer Regiment. To help the main part of the 18th 
Army in its drive. across the Low Countries, these 
pture a bridge that crossed 
the River Waal at the city of Nijmegen, in addition to 
several canal bridges at Hatert, Heuman, Malden 
and Neerbosch. 


Unlike the soldiers of the Der 
those of the SS Reconnaissance Detachment and 
Ithough 


‘ithrer Regiment, 


their Wehrmacht colleagues had a rough day. 
ne detachment from the Grave Group seized intact 
the canal bridge at Heuman, other units met stiff 
resistance at the remaining objectives ‘suffering high 

ısualty rates. In the battle forthe bridge at Hatert, 


very member of the ‚German assault detachment 


involved in the action was either killed or wounded. 


Iowever, the stirvivors did manage to take the struc- 


ture after the retreating Dutch had inflicted consid- 


erable dam: 
At thi 


ye upon it 


jemy forces had suc- 


her targeted areas, 


before they could 


1 destroying the bric 


fall into German hands. Despite this setback, the 


Germans managed to destroy a line of fortified 
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bunkers situated near the town of Neerbosch, there- 
by enabling the 18th Army to ford the Meuse-Waal 
Canal without being delayed by well-placed Dutch 
After 
Reconnaissance Detachment returned to the main 


troops. the conclusion of this mission, the 
body of the SS-Verfügungs Division. 

On the second day of the offensive, the Der Führer 
Regiment went back to work and continued 16 
perform well. This time, it charged into the Dutch II 
and IV Corps and ripped open the Grebbe Line, the 
second row of defences established in Holland. Not 


plan of action during the campaign in the 


West in May 1940. Note the camouflaged smock which 


had just been introduced. 


SS-DAS REICH 


surprisingly, as the 18th Army followed this vanguard 
and continued with its westward drive to the coast, 
conditions for the Allied armies in the Low Countries 
worsened, While the three Dutch corps pulled back 
from the Grebbe and Peel lines, the Belgian Army to 
the south withdrew from its defences along the Albert 
a extending 


Canal and took up new positions at an ar 
from Antwerp to the town of Louvain. These 
ht Mecha 


French 7th Army isolated and vulne 


manoeuvres left the Ist ized Division, 


ble to attack by 


the German 6th and 18th Armies, and forced it to 
retreat from Holland 
On 12 M; 


southern end of the ‘Fortress Holland’ network and 


the 9th. Panzer Division breached the 


made contact with the 7th Airborne Division at the 


Moerdijk bridges. To the north, other elements of the 


18th Army headed for Amsterdam. Impressed with the 


Above: An SS-VT artillery gun team in action in the Low 
Countries in May 1940. In the left foreground an officer 
his back to the camera scans the surrounding area 


wi 


for potential targets. 


performance of the Der Führer Regiment at the River 
Ijssel and the Grebbe Line, the commander of X Corps 
rheading the 


gave the SS unit the honour of sp 
ine of Fortress Holland. This 


assault on the eastern 
area was the only significant obstacle standing between 
the Germans and the old capital of the Netherlands. 
With great enthusiasm. the men of the Der Führer 
Regiment led a furious attack upon the Dutch troops 
occupying the eastern end of Fortress Holland, and 
ny lines, 


once again pushed through the 


echt and into 


enabling X Corps to sweep past U 
Amsterdam. After this achievement, the SS unit kept 
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going until it reached the coastal towns of Ijmuiden 
and Zandvoort. Although the troops garrisoned at 
these towns defended themselves courageously, they 
could not prevent the Der Führer Regiment from over- 
running their positions and ta 
days later, the regiment rejoined the rest of the 
Verfügungs Division at Marienbourg. 

Although the Der Führer Regiment had achieved a 
considerable amount of distinction for its actions in 
Holland, the rest of the SS-Verfiigungs Division did not 
see much action in the country. During the early 
phase of Case Yellow, the main body of Hausser's 
forces was advancing in two motorized columns to 
Hilvarenbeck, a town north of Antwerp. Anticipating 
an Allied counterattack, the German Army High 
Command had dispatched the division to the area in 
order to protect the left flank of the 18th Army. If 
such an assault were to occur, the division was to hold 
its position long enough to enable German infantry 
reinforcements to arrive. 

When this expected counteroffensive failed to 
materialize, OKH ordered Hausser's division to attack 
Allied forces ip northern Belgium in a quick Blitzkrieg 
fashion, However, the SS division soon found this feat 
impóssible because of a military traffic j 
clogged the main roads running between Holl 
and Belgium. To find an alternative route into 
Belgium, F 
the countr 
back-roads that might take the division to its desti 
atrols found such facilities, 


ig the towns. Two 


that 


ausser sent reconnaissance patrols into 
de. Their mission was to locate rural 


tion, Although some 


before it could move south, the division” soon 
received new orders. The Army High Command now 
wanted the SS-Verfiigungs Div han attack. 
upon the Allied troops occupying the western tip of 
Holland. 

Located at the end of Beveland — a narrow pen 
sula north of the River Scheldt estuary — the island of 
Walcheren was the last part of Holland still in Allied 
hands by mid-May. With the rest of the country 
mostly overrun by the German 18th Army, the demor- 
alized Dutch Army had capitulated, and Queen 
Wilhelmina and her government fled to Great 
Britain. Thus, the garrison at Walcheren was cut off 


ion to 


from the restof the Allied armies, which were situat- 
ed far to the south of Holland, and escape was possi- 
ble only via the sea. Encouraged by the results of the 
battles fought elsewhere in the country, the Germans 
were confident that they could overwhelm this tiny 
ind highly trained assault 
battalions, just as they had done in earlier battles. 
Although threatened with the prospect of facing 
21 battal 


strikes 


outpost with air 


ns of heavy artillery and an air force ton- 


sisting of six Stuka and five heavy bomber squadrons, 
the Walcheren garrison declined an offer by the 
Germans to surrender without bloodshed. Moreover, 
the Allied troops stationed on the island stayed there 
to fight rather than be evacuated by the Royal Navy: 
they wanted to force the Germans to earn this piece 


of land. Helped by artillery batteries in Antwerp and. 
warships from the Royal N: ioned off the coast 
of the Beveland Peninsul 
knew that thi 
the island. 


sta 
the garrison commanders 
men could extract a terrible price for 


WALCHEREN DEFIANT 

A favourable geographical situation also ericouraged 
the garrison at Walcheren Island to hold its ground. 
Not only was the Beveland Peninsula a thin strip of 
e from 


land that prohibited any large-size attack fo 
assailing the island in a two- or three-pronged offen- 
sive, but also much of the terrain was flooded. This 
forced Hausser to send his battalions down a narrow, 
Botile-neck passage, where they were vulnerable to 
artillery- and machine-gun fire. At the end of the 
peninsula, the Germans had only one possible land- 
based route to the island. This passage was a strong, 
concrete dam running between the island and the 
peni 
road a 

For his at 


isula, which was wide enough to allow ar 
gle-track railway 
ick upon Walcheren, Häuser selected 


da 


two battalions from the Deutschland Regiment to use 


against the island garrison. 8$-Sturmbannführer Fritz 
Witt led the Ist Battalion, while S$-Sturmbannführer 
Matthias Kleinheisterkamp commanded the 3rd 
Battalion. Although they had planned to approach 
the island in a two-pronged formation, the flooded 
terrain on the Beveland Peninsula forced the Ist 
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Battalion to close ranks behind Kleinheister- 
kamp's troops. 

On the afternoon of the 16th May, as the SS 
battalions approached the island, they began to 
encounter stiff resistance from the garrison, At an 
area around Westerdijk, the men of the 3rd Battalion 
had to negotiate their way-through a minefield that 
was covered with barbéd-wire, while a group of enemy 
soldiers who Were wellentrenched in permanent 
defensive positions along an embanked road fired 
into them. Meanwhile, artillery batteries based in 
Antwerp shelled the SS battalions, as 
warships patrolling near the island. During this 
advance, the Germans lost 16 men. 


the British 


ATTACK ON THE DAM 

As a partic int in the assault on Walcheren Dam; 
Paul Schürmann of No. 9 Company, 3rd Battalion, 
Deutschland Regiment, described the intensity of the 
fighting. ‘I see one man fall,’ he recalled, ‘then two 


on the right and then another comrade who lies face 
down. Some men are using their te 
field dressings to bandage their shattered 
chests.’ Meanwhil 
guns cease firing, with their crews silent, bloody and 
pale behind the weapons’. 

During a pause in the advance, Schürmann 
noticed more carnage. At one point he observ 
comrade wandering about with his shirt torn frc 
him. On this wounded soldier, ‘there is a gaping 
wound in his back and I can see the pumping move- 
ment of his lungs’. Schürmann recalled, *To the left 
of me another comrade goes back almost marching, 
erect, ignoring the bullets flying through the air .. 
paying no attention to death. His throat and chest, 
covered in field dressings, are blood soaked. His 
unfocused eyes are wide open, his face is grey and he 
looks straight past me.’ To the right, Schürmann 
noticed another fallen soldier "lying on his back. His 
twitching fingers claw at the air." 

Despite this punishing counterattack, the SS 
battalions pushed forwards and fought their way 
across the flooded, muddy ground to reach the 
Walcheren Dam. Here the German attack stalled in 


‘more and more of our 


n 


the face of more punishing resistance from the garri- 
son. Finding protection in hastily excavated foxholes 
and behind railway cars, the SS troops held their 
ground as Allied machine-gun and artillery crews 
shot at them from the other side of the dam. During 
this engagement, the Germans lost another 17 men 
killed and 30 wounded, Satisfied with the amount ol 
damage that they had inflicted upon the Deutschland 
Regiment, the Walcheren garrison finally evacuated 
the island. 

While the S$-Verfügungs Division secured German 
control over the western end of Holland, the rest of 
Army Group B had captured Brussels, swept through 
Belgium and northern France, and had then pushed 
its way to the English Channel. When the Dutch Army 
capitulated, the main body of the 18th Army was able 
to join this offensive and help create a salient that 


separated Allied forces in northern France from 
those along the River Somme. During this action, the 
18th Army was preoccupied with protecting the flanks 
the salient, ensuring that Allied troops trapped in 
around Dunkirk would remain where they 
. with their backs to the English Channel. 

On the evening of the 22nd“Mäy, XIL Corps 
ordered the SS-Verfügungs Division to proceed with 
the 6th and 8th Panzer Divisions toward the port of 
Calais in order to help strengthen German positions 
west and south of the Dunkirk perimeter, as well 
tighten the noose around this pocket of resistance. 
Specifically, the SS soldiers were supposed to cross 
the La Bassée Canal and intercept enemy forces 
attempting to break out of the pocket at a point on 
the waterway south of the town of Cassel. In addition, 
the SS-Verfiigungs Division was to establish bridge- 
heads across the canal and push British troops out of 


as 


the Nieppe Forest. 

Although Hausser’s men were ‚now exhausted 
from several days of marching and fighting, they were 
still in high spirits and relished the prospect of play- 
ing a decisive role in the battle for Western Europe. 
During the match to the La Bassée Canal, the SS 
units covered the right flank of XIL Corps and head- 
ed for the town of Aire. Later in the night, Hausser 
received a message from 18th Army headquarters 
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ordering him to remain at his current position. The 
ight at an area further 
Hilaire. 


SS units bivouacked for the 


south, near the town of 


Unfortunately for the soldiers in the SS-Verfügungs 
Division 


, enemy troops did not allow them to enjoy 
any relaxa 


on. During the course of the night, scat- 
tered groups of French armoured and infantry units 
charged into Hausser's troops in an attempt to break 
out of the Dunkirk pocket. By the early morning 


hours of the 23rd N an armoured battalion had 


overrun No. 9 Company, Der Führer Regiment, while 
other tank formations surrounded the regiment's 


No. 10 and No. 11 companies. 


ater in the morning, the French attacked No. 


and No. 7 companies 


area near 


nd charged into 
Blessy. Soldiers from 2nd Battalion, Der Führer 
Regiment and the 2nd Battalion of the SS Artillery 


Above: Non-commissioned officers from the SS-VT take a 
break from the fighting around the Dunkirk perimeter to 
enjoy the sun and a bottle of wine. The speed of the 
German success meant there was much to celebrate. 


Regiment had settled at this location for the evening, 
only to end up engaged in a confusing battle against 
es. They were fighting l 
cornered animals. During the battle, Karl Kreutz, a ris- 


desperate adversa 


e 


ing star in the SSVT Division, witnessed the death of 


a careless battalion commande 


"saw Erpsenmiiller 


was standing beside me smoking à cigarette, He asked, 


Kreutz 


“Kreutz, aren't you firing on prisoners of war? 


recalled, “The next second, while I was reloading, I 
saw him fall, shot through the head. He lay 
face downward with the cigarette still burning in his 


left hand.” 
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Reeling from the shock of the French surprise 


attack, the Germans rallied and began an orderly 
Altho 
battle tanks, a platoon of a 
Führers No. 7 Cc 


As the morning progressed; the French 


defensive action h surrounded by enemy 


ati-tank gunners from Der 


emy 


pany destroyed at least 1 
vehicles. 


attack at Saint Hilaire gradually lost its 


mentum 


and the Germans seized the initiative, launching well 
coordinated counterassaults that involved infantry 
and anti-tank ainits working in close cooperation. By 


the time the battle was over, Der Führers 3rd Battalion. 


alone had destroyed 13 armoured vehicles and the 
division as a whole had taken about 500 prisoners. 
This battle was the first occasion in which the regi- 
ment had fought against battle tanks. 

Other SS units distinguished themselves during 
the fighting that had broken out across the front of 
the division at the La Bassée Canal. While cominánd- 
ing a 30-man motorcycle patrol, SS-Untersiurm/iihrer 


Fritz Vogt spotted a French armoured column heading 


cast lo the town of Mazinghem. As an officer in the 


2nd Company, Reconnaissance Detachment, Vogt 
had already won distinction for his leadership in the 
Meuse-Waal 


his actions against this armoured 


attack on the Dutch garrison at the 
c 
column would earn him the Knight's Cross of the 


al. In France 


Iron Cross. 


With his anti-tank crews prepared to fire; upon the 


French column, Vogt directed his men to shoot at the 
softskinned vehicles m: 


After knock 
struck the battle tanks at the front of the fc 


ing at the tail of the convoy 


ntitank crews 


out these targets, the 


ation. 


ad demoralized by this assault, the soldiers 


Panickec 


Below: Caught at the moment of firing, this SS 
(2 
its own source of artillery support. L 


n) infantry gun and others li 


tanks, it was used to knock out enemy p 
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in the battalion-size armoured unit surrendered to 


the 30-man reconn: 


sance team. 


Harb FIGHTING 

Eventually, the battle near Saint Hilaire ended when 
the surviving members of the Frerich assault detach- 
ment retreated to the othetside of the La Bassée 
Canal and fell back to the Dunkirk perimeter. 
Although the men-of the SSVT Division had success- 
fully repelled the attack, they were frustrated by the 
difficulty they had encountered against the French- 
built Renault 35 and other, larger, battle tanks. The 
Germ nough 
to penetrate the tanks’ armour, except at close range. 
nks had come 
within 5m ( e being 
knocked. out. This had con- 
tributed to the initial success of the French armoured 


anti-tank weapons were n 


powerful 


In some in: enemy battle ü 


yd) of anti-tank crewmen bef 


s deficiency in firepowe 


formations in penetrating the division’s lines. 

On 24 May, the SS-Verfiigungs Division crossed the 
La Bassée Canal, established bridgeheads across the 
waterway, and advanced 8 km (5 miles) behind 
enemy lines before being intercepted by British 
soldiers {fm the 2nd Infantry Division. Despite the 
tetiacity of the British counterattack, the Germans 
held their ground and maintained their bridgeheads. 
Even before this battle was over, the division received 
north-west 


a message on 26 May ordering it to move 


and bej 
the Nieppe Forest. 

The following morning, the SS-Vefügungs Division 
The“ Germania 
ethe 


in an attack against British forces occupying 


started its assault on the forest 
Regiment took the right wing of the advance, wi 
Der Führer Regiment marched on the left. Meanwhile, 
the Reconnaissance Detachment pressed forward at a 


m situated between Der Führers Ist and 3rd 
wooded ter- 


pos 
Battalions. Not surprisingly, the dens 
rain within the forest enabled the British def 
fight effectively against thi: 
the protection of well-constructed field fortifications. 


Hers to 


attack. They also enjoyed 


When the SS battalions launched their assault on 
the Nieppe Forest, they lties from 
enemy marksmen. On the right wing of the attack, 
sharpshooters from the Queen's Own. Royal. West 


suffered high casu 


Kent Regiment wreaked havoc upon the Germania 
Regiment. Despite this difficulty, the SS units made 
substantial progress in their effort to push the British 
garrison out of the forest, exploiting their numerical 
superiority and fighting in a very aggressive manner. 

By the end of the day, the men of the Germania 
Regiment had advanced as far as the town of 
Haverskerque, while the Der Führer Regiment; had 
pushed through the Bois d’Amont and reached the 
Canal de Nieppe. At these areas, the SS soldiers 


found nk rifles which had been abandoned by 


ig enemy forces. When the Germans tested 


pons ‚of a makeshift firing range, they 
found that ‘the barrels I 
other weapons would later be 


ad been bent and thus 


rendeted inaccurate, 
after Dunkirk, 

On 28 May k 
pocket became casier for the armies of the Third 
Reich when King Leopold III and his Belgian Army 
surrendered, thereby enabling the German 6th and 
18th Armies to close in on the eastern end of the 
Allied perimeter. This capitulation - combined with 
successful assaults launched by the Kleist and Hoth 
roups to the south and the west of Dunkirk 


the offensive against the Dun 


Panzer 
- pushed the remaining Allied forces back to a small 
and narrow area extending from Ypres in the east to 
the Franco-Belgian border. Because the Nieppe 
now situated on a salient that was vulnera- 
ion and encirclement, the British 


Forest 
ble t 
Expeditionary Force evacuated the Queen's Own and 


other regiments from the area, and took up positions 
closer to the English Channel 

While the Germania Regiment, the Der 
Regiment, and the Reconnaissance Detachment saw 
action in the Nieppe Forest, Steiner and his 
Deutschland Regiment marched on Merville with the 
3rd Panzer Division. On 27 Maye the SS unit 
confronted a fresh line of British defences arrayed 
along the Lys Canal. After'softening enemy positions 
with an artillery barfage, Steiner hurled his 3rd 
Battalion at the British defenders, driving them out of 
the area. Later in the day, two of his battalions were 
on the other side of the waterway forming bridge- 


hrer 


heads for other German forces. 
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The Totenkopf Division was supposed to be in the 


area to help solidify German control over this part of 


the canal, but it was still several miles away when 
British 


armoured units launched a punishing 


ttack against the 
S soldiers fought valiantly, their rifles 


Deutschland Regiment. 


Although the 
and grenades were not powerful enough to knock out 
the enemy battle tanks, After suffering heavy casual- 
nk of a 
ank company from the Totenkopf 


ties, they were saved from the by hilation 


when 


Division arrived in the nick of time and repulsed the 


British armoured assault. Covered by protective 


artillery fire froi 


batteries, the surviving 


British tank crews withdrew from the area. 


Wetcome REST 


After the battles at the Lys Canal and the Nieppe 
Forest, the SS-Verfügungs Division was allowed to enjoy 
a short period of rest at Cambrai before resuming 


n 


Above: The move south begins for tl VT division dur- 
ing Case Red, the 


As in Poland, me 


of France from the cont 


hanisati 


was only partial at 


orced to march. 


best, and most soldiers were 


hostilities against retreating British units on 31 May 


While the Germania Regiment marched across the 
Mont de C. 


town of Casse 


. the Der Führer Regiment moved into th 


. Standing on top of a hill within the 


town, its soldiers enjoyed an excellent view of the 


Dunkirk perimeter. They would not get the opportu 


nity to participate in the final push aimed at closing 


the pocket and capturing the remaining Allied troops 


that awaited evacuation to England. On the evening of 


1 June, the SS-Verfiiguiigs Division received orders to 
pull back from the Dunkirk area and go to the town of 


Bapaume to be refitted with new equipment 
By this time, Hausser's division had received about 


2000 officers and men to replace those who had been 
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lost in battle during Case Yellow. These replacements 


br 


ght most of his companies up to full strength 
and ensured that sentry duty and other unpleasant 
chores would be dispersed more widely through the 
ranks. When the Germans finally seized Dunkirk on 4 
June, the SS-Verfügungs Division and other organiz: 
tions prepared for Fall Rot 
(Case Red), the plan-developed by the OKH to 
conquer the rest of Fr 


the ‘beginning of 


This plan of invasion called for the three Army 
groups to march southward in a three-pronged offen- 
sive, North of Re 
Case Red on 5 June by adv 
ory stretching from the Atlantic Coast to the 
n thi 
Lj 
lor of land situated between the river 


ip B was to initiate 


cing along a wide swathe 


of ter 
River Aisn 
action, Army Group A followed suit, proceed 


‘our days after Bock's forces beg 


own a ce 


nan border. While the French 


and the Franco 
divisions garrisoning the Maginot Line turned their 


attention to this enemy juggs 


naut approaching from 
the west, Army Group G crossed the border and 
ch 


struck the line from the east. As a result, the Fi 


soldiers of the 2nd and 3rd Army Groups found 
themselves isolated and trapped in a vicelike grip 
between two large German formations. 


ach Army still had at least 60 divi 


Although the F 
sions deployed south of the River Somme, it was 


ly outnumbered and vulnerable to air strikes from 


Luftwaffe warplanes, Because of these disadvantages, 


Below: Himmler (right) congratulates Hausser (left) and 
Werner Ostendorff (centre) on the successful conclusion 
in the SS-VT had 


10 the campaign in France. Yet 
‘emerged from a campaign with flying colours. 
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Army Groups A and B were able to shred the network 


of defences that had been hastily established by 


General Maxime Weygand along the river. With the 
Weyg; 
further south at a steady paceOn 14 June, troops 


ud Line quickly broken, the Germans pushed 
from Army Group B marched unopposed into the 
city of Paris 


French MoRALE COLLAPSES 
Not surprisingly, the fall of the capital devastated the 


morale of the French armed forces and encouraged 


the Germans to press their advantages with more 


determination, Three days later, the beleaguered 
French Army of the East collapsed into a state of 
disorder, while Panzer groups from Army Groups A 
and C pushed it into a pocket located south of the city 
of Nancy, On 22 June, the French forces confined in 
this area surrendered, 

During Case Red, the S$-Verfügungs Division was 
attached to Panzer Group Kleist and participated in 
the drive south of the River Somme as a part of Army 
€ 
beg 
five artillery bombardment that inflicted little 


p B in (Be west. The night before the operation 


1, (he division sustained a relentless but ineffec- 


damage. The following day, the SS regiments coun- 
terattacked. Undeterred by the destruction of a 
bridge that they were planning to use, gunners from 
the SS Artillery Regiment and various heavy weapons 


comp 


es pounded en 


ny positions on the other 


side of the river. Meanwhile, the grenadiers from the 


Deutschland Regiment reached the opposite bánk and 


lers on a hasty retr 


ich dei 


at. 
nst the SS 


sent the F 
Closer to Paris, French resistance aga 


division became more stubborn, Although the Der 


Führer Regiment had succeeded in crossing the River 
g g 

Aisne, concentrated enemy fire forced Hausser to 

pull back his forces and lead them on a route further 


t, whe 


éa 


e the opposition was not as tenacious 


When the capital fell to Army Group B, the 


Right: Men of the SS-Verfügungs Divi 
parade across a bridge at Hendaye on the Franco-Spanish 
border on 9 July 1940. Hitler and Franco, the Spanish dic- 
tator, were holding a conference in the town. 


jon in a victory 


n 
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S-Verfiigungs Division and other units within Panzer 
Group Kleist continued their southern advance with 
much less difficulty, While XVI Panzer Corps headed 
to Dijon, Hausser's units went with XIV 


Motorized Corps to south-western France. 


south-e 


Within this region, the S$-Verfügungs Division 


pursued enemy forces through Orléans, Tours 
ng for a brief rest. Au this point, 


became anti-climacue for H: 


Poitiers before pa 


the invasion usse 


troops as they proceeded closer to the Spanish 
border. Near the town of Angouleme, Felix Steiner, 

company from the Deutschland Regiment and a group 
able locations to 


of SS artillerymen were surveying suit 


areless 
ig that 


place their field pieces when a column of 


ich soldiers stumbled into the area, 


the € 
After subduing these wayward troops, the SS units 


erman soldiers were British. 


surrounded Angouleme. The German commanders 
then met with the mayor of the town and warned him 


that they would destroy the area with an artillery bom- 


A 


‚ger of the Der Führer Regiment 
ss of the Iron Cross from his 


Above: Ludwig Keppl 
receives the Knight's 
divisional commander, Paul Hausser, in September 1940. 
The Knight's Cross was a highly prized decoration. 


bardment if any resistance took place while the 5S 
Verfügungs Division moved in to occupy the town 


After the mayor complied with this ultimatum, the 


Germans disarmed a small garrison stationed within 
the town and led the French prisoners of war back to 


Steine 


's headquarteı 


s. The division spent the rest of 


the 


npaign engaging in more of these types of 
S units had 


mopping-up operations. Collectively, the 
taken 30,000 prisoners and Tost only 33 men during 
the sweep through southwestern France. 

On 25 June, Gase Red came to a favourable con- 
clusion when a new French Government formally 


agreed to a peace treaty imposed by the Axis powers. 
ed France into two 


The resulting armistice partit 


sections. The southern section remained unoccupied 


and would be ruled by Marshal Henri Philippe Péta 


and his nominally independent pro-Axis 


North of Vichy, the capital of this new government, 


the Germans maintained control over a much larger 


section of territory, In addition, the occupied zone 


ble swathe of land that ran along the 


1I th. 


included a si 
Atlantic Cc 


way down tó the Sp 
s the -S8-Verfiigungs and Totenkopf 


Within this re 


division 
Dur 


performed security duty until early July 


g rhe campaigns in Weste 
7,000 killed 


Europe, the 
111,000 


Germims had lost about 
wounded and over 18,000 missing. French ties 


included 92,000 killed, 250,000 wounded and at least 


1.15 million taken prisoner, while the other Allied 


nations had somewhat lower casualty rates. The 
3457 killed and almost 16,000 
2890 killed and 6 


s had a casualty 


British had suffered 


wounded. The Dutch lost 


wounded, while the Belgia ate of 


7500 men killed and 15,850 wounded in action. 
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For the men of the Waffen-SS divisions, the fighting 


in Western Europe had served as yet another oppor- 
After 
d 
accolades for their bravery and leadership. Within 
aks of thi 


recipients included SS-Obersturmführer Fritz Vogt of 


tunity for them to show their mettle in combat 


the conquest of France was c 


mplete, many rec 


SS-Verfügungs Division, Knight's Cross 


the Reconnaissance Battalion, 8$-Sturmbannführer 
Fritz Witt of the Deutchland Reg 
and SS-Hauptscharführer Ludwig Kepplinger of No. 11 
Felix 


ed this medal for his effective command 


Ist Battalion, 


nt 


Company, Der Führer Regiment. In addition 


Steiner € 


of the Deutschland Regiment, as did Georg Keppler 


for his leadership of the Der Führer Regiment 


Rhine barge during an exercise. 


HAPTER FIVE 


With a new nam 


THE BALKANS 


hind noW fully mptorized, the division began 

preparations for an invasion of the Soviet Union. However Mussolini’s 
interventions in the Balkans had destabilised the whole region, and 

Hitler was forced to order an attack on Yugoslavia to secure his flank. 


fter spending a brief period of time guarding the 


western coast of France near the Pyrences 


Mountains, the SS-Verfiigungs Division was relocated 
10 Holland in early July to help oversee the demobi- 
lization of the Dutch armed forces. Although the 
bombing of-Rotterdam had given many Dutch 


citizens’ good reason to resent their German 


conquerors, relations with the local population tend 


ed to be cordial, if not friendly. To help ensure a 
continuation of this amicability, the SS soldiers under 
Paul Hausser's command generally exhibited respect- 
ful behaviour while carrying out their duties. 


During its stay in the Low Countries, the, S$ 


Verfügungs Division experienced 


me changesin its 
structure. Although its Artillery Regiment received 
more battalions and equipment, the organization 
also lost important officers and units that were trans- 


ferred to a new formation, the SS-Wiking Division 


Specifically, this new division received personnel 


from the Germania Regiment, the 2nd Battalion of the 
Artillery Regiment, a unit from the Reconnaissance 


Detachment, and the No. 3 Company of the Anti-tank 


Left: Hauptsturmführer Fritz Klingenberg, ‘the man who 
captured Belgrade’, seen here preparing for his next mis- 


on. Klingenberg used a mix of dash and bravado to 
capture the city virtually single-handed. 


Battalion. These seasoned veterans were to serve as 
the foundation upon which the new division would 
be built. 

The S$-Verfügungs Division also lost the resourceful 


commander of Deutschland Regiment, Felix Steiner 


who became the leader of the, Wiking Division 
Fortunately for the soldiers-of Deutschland, his 
replacement, Willi Bitwich, was a worthy successor. A 


capable Army officer and Air Force pilot duri 


World War I, Bittrich had been the command 
Ist Battalion, Der Führer Regiment. Within the 


of the Waffen-SS, he was a rising star 


Name CHANGES 
Later in the year, the SS-Verfügungs Division returned 


southern F and was stationed at the town of 


Visoul. In December 1940, Reichsführer headquarters 
changed the name of the organization to SS: 
Deutschland Division. A month later, the division 
underwent yet another name-change and would now 


be known as S$-Reich Division (Motorized). In addi 


tion, the renamed division received m 


troops, a 
motorcycle battalion and its divisional tactical sign 


During this period of relative tr sued 


1quility that 


wing the conquest of France, the men of the 
Reich Division trained vigorously and learned to oper 


ate effectively as a fully motorized organization. 


n 
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By March 1941, the Army High Command (OKH) 
atisfi 


was d that the Reich Division was ready for 


active service and ordered Hausser's regiments to 


relocate once again. Now the division was to join XLI 
Corps, which was under the command of General 
ld Marshal 
Sigmund Wilhelm List's 12th Army. Stationed at the 


Georg-Hans Reinhardt and attached to 


south-western 


town of Teı r Timisoara, i 


esva 


Romania, the corps w 
the Balkans. 
southern F 

in the SS div 


preparing for an offensive in 


During their eight-day journey from 


nce to south-western Romania, the men 


ion were not entirely certain of their 


destination and wondered whi their next 


campaign would take place. 


BALKAN ADVENTURE 

For several months, Hitler had been intending to 
launch an invasion of his one-time ally, the USSR. 
Originally, he planned to initiate this action in the 
spring of 1941. However, a series of events in the 
Balkans undermined Axis hegemony over Europe 


n 


Above: An artillery column from the Waffen-SS rolls into 
Yugoslavia in April 1941. The German forces were under 
pressure to neutralize both Yugoslavia and Greece as soon. 


as possible in order to leave time to invade Russia. 


and thus distracted the Führer from his plan to 

conquer Russia and destroy its Bolshevik regime. 
Before March, the diplomatic situation in South- 

ble for 


East Europe appeared to be very favoi 


Germany. During the previous year, Hungary, 


Romania and Slovakia had become allies of the Third 


Reich when their le 
Pact. When Bulga 
the Germans seemed as if they might achieve total 


iders signed the Axis Tripartite 


igned the treaty in March 1941, 


ria 


domination over the region without having to resort 
to the naked aggression that they had used in 
Western Europe or Poland. 

After acquiring this new ally, the 
Army éróssed the River Danube and took up positions 
near Greece and the Yugoslavian province of Serbia 


rman 12th 


Not surprisingly, this action caused a great deal of 


THE BALKANS, 


concern for the Belgrade government, Aware that 
Italy, Hungary and Bulgaria had territorial claims on 
neighbouring regions within Yugoslavia, Prime 
Minister Dragisa Cvetkovic and the Prince Regent 
Paul signed the Tripartite Pact. By joining the Axis 
powers, the Yugoslavian Government hoped to dis- 
courage these countries, from using military force to 


satisfy their claims. 


ITALIAN INTERVENTION 

However, an ongoing conflict on the southern tip of 
the Balkans eventually provoked Hitler into taking 
gressive actions in the area. In October 1940, 
his ally, Fascist Italy, had invaded Greece from 
. which had been under Itali: 
spring of 1939. Unlike Hitler, Mussolini did not have 
many crack troops who were willing to fight, suffer 
and di 
result, 
Army thra 
cessful counter-offensive into south-eastern Albania. 
had failed in his effort to conquer 
Greece and also’ had lost about one-quarter of hi: 
who were 


more 


n rule since the 


Mussolini 


Albanian territory to his would-be victim: 
ing their control over the area, The 


now consoli 
outcome of this campaign ensured that the British 
and Commonwealth armed forces were able to n 
tain a presence in the Balkans. Unless Hitler did 
situation, he would have t 


ain- 


something to change th 


confront the prospect of Allied c 
entire Mediterranean region. As a result 
operating in North Africa might become isolated 


from Europe and thus unable to receive supplies or 
Moreover, ly would become 
increasingly vulnerable to-British attacks from the se: 


reinforcements. 


and air. 

Hitler finally decided to act when a political coup 
took place in neighbouring Yugoslavia. In late March, 
a clique of military officers overthrew Prime Minister 
Cvetkovic and the Regent Prince Paul, then installed 
Peter II as the titular ruler. Although the new 
Yugoslavian Government assured Hitler that it would 
not repudiate the Axis Tripartite Pact, the Führer dis- 
trusted this regime, and used the palace coup as a 


pretext for invading that country, along with Greece 
Thiis, he unleashed Operation ‘Marita’ in April 1941 
Without any difficulty, Hitler received full support 
from his regional allies by guaranteeing their territor- 
ms within Yugoslavia. Inside the country, the 
alians also cultivated support among 


ial cla 


Germans and I 
the disaffected elements of the Croat population. By 
encouraging Croat aspirations for selfgovernment, 
the Axis powers hoped to turn. this ethnic’ group 
t the Belgrade government and encourage 
1 the Yugoslavian Army 


widespread deser 


While this diplomatic manoeuvring was taking 
place, the Axis aimies prepared to begin Operation 


rita’. The plan of invasion essentially involved two 
main battle groups. The first group w 
inan area north-west of Yugoslavia and included the 
Italian 2nd Army, which was static 
Fiume, and the Ge 


concentrated 


ied ata 


ea near 


man 2nd Army, which was. 


rayed 
across an area stretching from Klagenfurt, Austria to 
Barcs in Hi s to destroy all 
enemy forces in its path and then march on the 
Yugoslavian capital from the west. Presumably, hie fall 
of Belgrade would deme 
ribute to its disintegr 


wary. This battle group wa 


ize the nation’s army and 


thus cc job: 
The second battle group consist 
12th Army and was mostly situated inside Bulgaria along 


the eastern border of Yugosk While some divisions 


1 of the German 


in this army were to press Belgrade from the south, 
oth 
an assault on Greece. S 


were to seize 


rbian Macedonia and prepare for 
miles to the north, XLI 


'anzer Corps occupied an area on the western end of 
Romania and prepared to assail the capital from the 
north. The Reich Division was to join this organi 
after completing its journey from southern France 

The Germans presumed that conquering. the 
Balkans would require less manpower than the inva- 


tion 


sion of France, and allocated fewer divisi 
Operation ‘Marita.’ Collectively, the invasion would 
is, with: Lof them armoured and 
four motorized, These units were allocated into 10 


ons to 


involve 32 divisi 


corps, four of which were armoured. When the cam- 
started on 6 


paign against Greece and Yugoslavi 
April, eight divisions were not yet in their places or 
ready to participate in the attack. 
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ed of 14 
divisions, with two of them motorized and one 


At Fiume, the Italian 2nd Army consi: 


armoured, allocated into four corps. In addition, the 


army commander, General Vittorio Ambrosio, had 


another division stationed in the port of Zara on the 
11th 


Army was to sweep out of Albzinia and link up with the 


Dalmatian Coast. From the south, the Ital 
Germans in Serbian Macedonia. Although the rul 
of Hungary, Admiral Miklos Horthy de Na 
pact with Yugoslavia a 


rybanya, 


had signed a nor 


aggressio 
few weeks earlier, he too sent troops to participate in 
the invasion 

During their trip to Romania, the soldiers of the 
Reich Division moved quickly to ensure that they 


would r 


h XLI Panzer Corps in time to join the 
à. However, they also had numer- 


attack on Yugosl 
ous conflicts with Army convoys that were rolling 
across the same roads and highways into the theatre 


of action. In the midst of one traffic jam, an SS officer 


placed landmines in front of a column of Wehrmach 


vehicles and posted an armed guard to keep the Arm 


convoy from movi 


g while the SS column pulled 


away. In another episode of road rage, an SS 
commander threatened to open fire upon a group o 
Wehrmacht motorists who were attempting to overtake 
his column, 

Despite these incidents, the division reached 
Temesvar on time, although the SS troops would have 


nto action. To 


little time to rest before springing 


encourage rapid movement across the Yugoslav coun 
uyside, General Reinhardt issued a directive decreeing 
that the first diyisiom to reach the all-weather main 


road running from the town of Alibunar to Belgrade 


Below: The advance to Belgrade was not a smooth proces- 
sion to victory, thanks largely to the poor quality of the 


roads — a foretaste of conditions in the Soviet Union. 


Only a few all-weather roads existed in the country. 
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would be entitled to spearhead the drive into the cap- 
ital. Not surprisingly, Hausser and his men were 
determined to see their division win this honour, 
although the soft, wet terrain that covered the 
ground between them and their objective would 
render this task rather difficult. 


Bomeinc CAMPAIGN 

While the SS-Reich Division and other groups within 
XLI Panzer Corps prepared to attack Yugoslavia from 
the north, the Luftwaffe inaugurated the German 


sion with a vicious bombing campaign against 


+. Meanwhile, the main part of Panzer Group 
Kleist initiated the ground assault by crossing the 
border from Sofia, Bulgaria and seizing the city of 
Nis. From this point, the group's XIV Motorized 
ds Belgrade 


Corps travelled 194km (312 miles) towa 


within a week. 


Above: A car belonging to the Reich Di 
the riverside in Belgrade after Klingenberg's spectacular 


jon driving along 


coup. Organized resistance soon crumbled in the country 
after the fall of the captial. 


To the west, the German 2nd Army swept in from 
southern Austria and Hungary. While the 8th Panzer 
and 16th Motorized Divisions of XLVI Panzer Corps 
headed east to capture the towns of Novi Sad and 
Ruma, the 14th Panzer Division moved west, seized 
Zagreb, and linked up with the Italian 2nd Army at 
Karlova 


in indefensible position 


Armed with obsolete weapons and caught 


the Yugoslavs stood little 


chance of resisting the German Blitzkrieg. 
Five 


Yugo: 


eece and 


after the invasion of 


layia hi 


1 begun, on the morning of 11 April, 


LI Panzer C 


E rps swept across the border from 
Romania. During the advance on Alibunar, the 


" 
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SS-Reich 
down in the muddy terrain. 


Division immediately became bogged 


lany of the larger ve 
cles sank into the marshland, although others found 
dry patches of carth to carry them forward for at least 
a short distance. Fortunately for Hausser, the bikers 
in the SS-Kradschutzen (Motorcycle: Reconnaissance 
Battalion) made great progress in the drive to the 
main road by riding along railway embankments and 


top of dik 
motorcyclists, along with elements of the Deutschland 
Regiment, reached the Alibunar-Belgrade highway 
before any other German unit, they ensured that the 
SS-Reich Division would hi 
the charge into Belgrad 

By this time, there was little enemy opposition (6 


Late in the afternoon, when these 


the honour of leading 


prevent the Germans from moving into the capital 


. u 
Zagreb 
aa 
Sarajevo 
. 


YUGOSLAVIA 
$ Dubrovnik 


ITALY 


YUGOSLAVIA 


Belgrade ^ 


o ROMANIA 


Gaiu-Mic 


Key 
= Advance of SS Aeich Division 


D, Avante of Grossdeuischland 
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Because the Yugoslavian Army was preoccupied with 
attacks from the 2nd Army in the north-west and the 
rest of the 12th Army in the south-east, XLI Corps 
emy troops to deal with in the 


had relatively few e 
north-eastern part of the country. Lufiwäffe bombing 
aked havoc upon Belgrade and its garri- 


raids had wr 


son, rendering the city vulnerable to conquest. 


Rest ORDERED 


To guarantee the quick seizure of Belgrade, General 


Reinhardt wanted to strike any enemy forces situated 
in front of his divisions before they had time to recov- 


T, the 


er and re-group from the bombings. Howe 
soldiers in the SS formation were unable accomplish 


this task as they were so exhausted from the long 


march through mud that went up to their knees and, 
on some occ 
this situation, Reinhardt rescinded his order to 


ision to rest for the 


ions, up to their thighs. Appreciative of 


advance and directed the Reich Di 
ight on the north bank of the River Danube. 


One officer in the division either did not receive 
this order to halt or simply ignored it. As the 
commander. of No. 2 Company, Motorcycle Recon- 
naissance SS-Haupisturmführer Fritz 
Klingenberg had been one of the first Germans to 
reach the north bank of the river. Shortly after the 


Battalion, 


arrival of his company, he led 10 men on a scouting 
patrol, Along the shoreline of the Danube, he and his 
troops requisitioned a motor boat, brought their 
vehicles to the opposite bank, and headed straight for 
the capital. 

Riding through the streets of Belgrade without 
any opposition, Klingenberg and his small scouting 
party stopped near the government War Ministry at 
the centre of the city and éstablished two machine- 
gun posts. While the SS soldiers performed this task, 


an official from the German Embassy arrived on the 


scene and requested protection for his facility 
Klingenberg then went with the diplomat to the 


Left: A map showing the invasion route of the Reich 
Division from Romania, itself a satellite ally of Nazi 
Germany. Although Yugoslavia was quickly subdued, 


Greece proved to be a tougher nut to crack. 


Above: A soldier from the Reich Division in the Balkans in 


1941. As well as a pair of b 


he carries what 


culars 


appears to be a despatch case on his webbing, and has a 


is belt. 


stick grenade tucked into 


embassy and devised a simple plan to seize the 
entire capital without firing a shot or sacrificing 
any men. 

an Military Attache 
de attend a meet- 
arrived, 


First, he persuaded the Gert 


to demand that the Mayor of Belgi 


ing at the embassy. When the mayor 
Klingenberg claimed to be the commander of a much 


tened to unleash 


military force and- thre 
jess he surrendered the 


larger 
another Luftwaffe suike 


city. Already weary from the devastation that had 
been inflicted on Belgrade, the mayor acceded to this 


ultimatum and capitulated. Several hours later, the 


soldiers in the advance guard of the 11th Panzer 
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Division entered the capital, astonished to see that it 
was under the secure control of fewer than a dozen 
troops. 

With the panzer group now occupying Belgrade, 
Klingenberg returned with his small detachment to 
the Reich Division’s headquarters to-report his coup. 
Not surprisingly, the young^company commander 
quickly became a celebrity within the Third Reich. 
On radio shows, he enthralled listeners with his 
description of the events that led to the capture of the 
Yugoslavian capital. A month later, Hitler expressed 
his gratitude for this coup de main by awarding 
Klingenberg the Knight's Cross of the Iron Cross. As 
the war progressed, Klingenberg's stature in the 
Waffen-s 
self in combat in Russi; 
of the 17th. SSPanzergrer 
Berlichingen. In the spring of 19: 
out when he was killed in action near Herxheim in 


S continued to rise. After distinguishing him- 
he became the commander 


dier-Division Götz von 


his luck lly r 


the Palatinate. 


FURTHER GERMAN SUCCESS 

As was expected, the fall of Belgrade seemed to 
hasten «the disintegration of the Yugoslavian Army. 
On 15 April, the 14th Panzer Division entered 
Sarajevo unopposed. From the national capital, 
Panzer Group Kleist headed south to intercept a 
group of enemy troops attempting retreat from 
t of 


Bosnia to Macedonia. In the se 


thernmost p 


Yugoslavia, Skopje and other Macedon 


centres fell securely into German hands 


On 17 April, the Yugoslavian Foreign M 


Aleksander Cine 


Markovic, and other dig 
arri 


ed in Belgrade to discuss thé surrender of their 
country to the Axis powers. Noticeably absent from 
this delegation was King Peter II, who had fled to 
Egypt. The following day, the Yugoslavs formally 
signed a document of capitulation, enabling Hitler 
and his allies to dismember the country. 

After a war that had lasted only 12 days, Yugoslavia 


ceased to exist as a nation. Italy and Germany annexed 
parts of Slovenia, while Hungary received territory 
north-west of Belgrade. To the east, Bulgaria acquired 
a large piece of land that included parts of Macedonia 


. Italy also received a section 
Bay of Kotor. 
of Yugoslavia fell under the joint occupa 


ind north-eastern Greec 
the Dalmatian Coast and the 
The rest 


n of the Axis powers. Although Montenegro and 
Croati 


became self governing client states, they were 
very much under the influence of the Axis powers 
The new King of Croatia (which also included Bosni: 
and Herzegovina) 
spent any time in his new domain. 


as an Italian aristocrat who neve! 
As a result, the 
actual administration of the government passed into 
the hands of Dr Ante Pavelic, a fanatical Croat nation 
alist who unleashed a reign of terror over the $ 
and Bosnian Musliins residing within the country. In 
other parts 6f the former Yugoslavia, the Hungarians 
also br 
zone of occupation, as did the Bulgarians. 
q 
ps. Because the Yugoslavian Navy had not scut 


erbs 


talized the local population living within thei 


ed several 


Along with land, Mussolini alse 


wars! 


ued its vessels or taken them to British-controlled 


waters, the I 


ns were 


able to seize these weapons 
in 


Despite this acquisition, the Fascist regime was 
not much of a r 
After defeating the Itali: 
in late March, the British continued their domination 
over important parts of the Mediterranean Sea 

Not surprisingly, German. casualties during the 
Yugoslav invasion were light. Collectively, they lost 
151 killed, 392 wounded and 15 missing. By the end 
of the operation, the Axis armies had captured 
337,684 enemy soldiers, along with 6028 offi 
However, about 300,000 


loyalists managed to escape into remote areas and 


power beyond the AdriatieSea 


ape Matapan 


rbs and other Yugoslavian 


Led by Colonel Draza 


ry on a guerilla war. 
Mihailovic and Marshal Josip Broz Tito, they would 
m aigns 
nd their local allies for the rest of the war. 


gainst Axis troops 


ticipate in par 


To the south, the Germ also conquered Greece 


within a fairly short period of time, although they had 
to fight against tough Allied troops that were well 
entrenched in the motintainous countryside. During 
this part of the Balkan Blitzkrieg, the soldiers of the 
LeibstandarteSS Adolf Hitler distinguished themselves 


by leading assaults through rugged mountain pa: 


thus enabling the regular Wehrmacht divisions to push 
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British and Commonwealth forces further south until 
the Allied troops evacuated the country. By the end of 
the invasion, the Germans had taken more than 


2,000 pris 


EXPANSION OF THE WAFFEN-SS 


Although the 
further expansion. of the Waffen-SS, the performance 


ained its opposition to any 


my 


If SS soldiers in the Balkans encouraged Hitler and 
Himmler ito create more SS divisions. To avoid com- 
m with the Wehrmacht for new recruits or con- 


pe 
cripts, these divisions found new members beyond 
the borders of the German State. Since the regular 
wmed forces were not allowed to recruit foreign 
nationals, the Waffen-SS sought young volunteers 
throughout the Na 


olled areas of Europe 


within these conquered t 
to SS recruiting stations. 


Ethnic Germans liv vie 


tories were already rushi 


Flooded with volunteers from Holland, Belgium, 


Norway, Denmark and other countries, Battle Group 
nber 1941 


After fulfilling their role in the conquest of 


Nord became a full-size division by Sept 


Yugoslavia, the soldiers of the SS-Reich Division 
returned to Romania and later moved on to an area 
near Salzburg, Austria for rest and more training 
Wh 


ers, organized warfare on the European continent 


1 the Greek Army capitulated to the Axis pow 


had, at least for the moment, come to an end. Thus, 
the Reich troops expected to be sent to North Africa 
to aid Field Marshal Erwin Rommel in his campaign 


st the British. Instead, their next battle would 


ET 


hin the vast countryside of 


take place to the east, w 


the Soviet Union, 


Below: An SdKfz 221 armoured car somewhere in 
ind his 


d the driver his door lies 


orm of the drive 


Yugoslavia. Note the black ui 
Bel 
open, giving an indication of the lack of space inside. 


special padded bere 


CHAPTER SIX 


The subjugation of 
Now, buoyed by his 
Balkans, he threw 
Division would 


Union) was a 
olf Hitler 
and the fanatical members of his National Socialist 
German Workers Party (NSDAP). They considered it 


to be a sacred crusade against what they saw as the 


he conquest of the Soviet 


articularly significant objective for 


at evils of. Western Civilization: Bolshevism 
h 


by the codename ‘Opera 


two 


ind the Jew ce’. The invasion of Russia, known 


1 Barbarossa’, also repre- 
sented to the Nazis the consummation of a long-held 

f East 
rder to provide the 


desire to seize the vast expanses 


1 Europe 
from the Slavic ‘subhumans’ in 
( 


nan people with new land. As the shock troops of 
the NSDAP, the soldiers of the Reich Division and 
other Waffen-SS forr 


major role in the op 


ations were destined to, play à 


ation. 


The deep-seated ideological and racial animosities 


also meant that the 


between the Soviets and the 
war on the Eastern Front would be especially vicious 
for both sides, Unlike the battles of Western Europe 


in 1940, the campaigns in Russia and the Ukraine 


involved combatants who were unlikely to give or 


fecéive any quarter. This, combined with the harsh 
Left: Men of the Der Führer Regiment wearing customized 
winter camouflage — usually sheets or blankets obtained 
from Russian houses — during the advance on Moscow in 
the late autumn of 1941. 


Russian winters and the vast amount of manpower 


deployed by both belligerents, ensured that the 


var 


on the Eastern Front would see some of the g 
episodes of human cruelty, misery, death and 


privation in history 


GERMAN STRENGTH 


German strength at the- start of Operation 


Barbarossa seemed to be formidable. Altogether, 


Hitler and his generals cc ided three million 


men massed into 1] armies, including four large 
panzer formations and three Luftwaffe fleets. This 
impressive war machine collectively possessed almost 
3600 battle tanks and about 600,000 other motorized 


vehicles, To aid the grenadiers in their drive to the 


r commanders of the German armed 


1d 1830 w 


east, the seni 


forces had almost 


200 artillery pieces a r 


planes with which to pummel enemy positions. 
ion of the Soviet Red Army gave the 
ing 


invasion of Russia. For several years, the Soviet dicta 


The condi 


Ge ich encouragement fof their c 


nans ı 


tor Josef Stalin had purged and executed the most 


talented me ntain his 


nbers of his officer corps to n 


grip on power: Thus, although the Red Army was a 
large and formidable organization, it did not possess 
many talented high-ranking commanders to coordi- 
s and 


nate effective defensive strate; mount 


0 
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counter-offensives, at least in the early months of the 


war with Nazi Germany. 


Despite these favourable conditions, 


Wehrmacht and Waffen-SS 
able concerns about the upcoming offensive. At the 


söme 


soldiers 


arbonted justifi- 


start of the operation, the) three German Army 
Groups were arrayed along a front that was 1600km 


les) in length. Eventually, this battle line 


muld grow twice as long. This vastness created poten- 
tial transportation and supply problems for the corps 
and divisions that were expected to cross several hun- 


dred kilometres to Moscow and other major cities. 


These would be cerbated by the lack of decent 


roads and inhospitable terrain that covered the coun- 
pital 
e Pripet 


tryside between the River Bug and the Soviet 
Most notably, a huge swamp known as 


Abov 
division advance past a border marker on the 
German-Soviet frontier on 22 June 1941. The invasion 
came as a complete surprise to the Soviet border guards. 


The opening of ‘Barbarossa’: men of the Reich 


between Brest-Litovsk and 


rsh covered a huge 
Kiev, dividing the German forces. 

Moreover, the OKW failed to contemplate the 
ficance of the weather when planning Operation 


sigi 
‘Barbarossa’. Jubilant over: the rapid successes 


achieved in Poland, Western Europe, and the 


Balkans, senior military officers assumed that their 
armies would crush the Soviet war machine and reach 
Moscow before winter. Thus, OKW saw no need to 
redibly cold clin 


worry about the i ate that its troops 


might have to endure towards the end of the year 
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side nor 


ize of the Russian count 
the transportation problems that might ari 


Neither the vast 


from its 
swampland, sandy soil or lack of roads led to any 
outward expressions of concern. 

By June 1941, the Waffen-SS organization had 


grown to include roughly 60,000 merr assigned to its 


divisions and other battle groups. At the start of 
Operation "Barbarossa'; OKW deployed these u 
ous places along the Nazi-Soviet demarea 
running through Poland. The Leibstandarte 
Wiking divisions went with Army Group South, which 
was under the command of Field Marshal Karl Rudolf 
ctor of the 


var 


Gerd von Rundstedt. In the far northe 
operation, the Nord Battle Group joined the Norway 
Mountain Corps. Near the Baltic Sea, the Polizei and 
Totenkopf Divi reserve units for Field 
Marshal Wilhelm Ritter von Leeb and his Army 
Group North. 


ions. served 


Army Group CENTRE 

west of Brest-Litovsk, the Reich 
Division fell under ihe command of Field Marshal 
Fedor von Bock'and his Army Group Centre, an orga- 
nization that included the 4th and 9th Armies, as well 
nd 3rd Panzer Groups. Within this for- 
mation, the Reich Division tached XXIV 
Motorized Corps, 2nd Panzer Group. Commanded by 
General Heinz Guderian, the 2nd Panzer Group also 
included the 10th Panzer Division and an élite unit 
from XLVI Panzer Corps known as the 
Grossdeutschland Regiment. To signify their affiliation 
with Gude: ganization, the w of the Reich 
Division adorned their vehicles with the letter 'G’. 

In May 1941, the unit commanders of the Reich 
Division attended a conference at Gmunden am 
T 
Soviet Union. Although many of those attending the 


Stationed at an ar 


as the 2nd 


unsee to discuss the upcoming invasion of the 


meeting were apprehensive at the thought of such a 
büge operation, nonetheless they returned to 
Salzburg and led their formations from Austria to 
their starting positions in Poland. En route to the bat- 
ile zone, the SS soldiers were kept in the dark about 
the mission they were about to undertake. After pass- 
ing through a large wooded area in Poland, the 


division, bivouacked ni 


the River Bug. To ensure 


that the Soviet troops on the other side of the river 


would be taken by 


rprise the following morning, 
the SS officers forbade the building of campfires 

In the early morning of 22 June, Operation 
‘Barbarossa’ began when the Reich Division’s Artillery 
Regiment — with many other German batteries 


rrayed along the demarcat 


on line — opened fire, 
side of the 
atly outnumbered and taken completely 
the Red Army troop: soned in the 
rea were quickly overwhelmed by the Nazi Blitzkrieg. 
Unlike the Leibstandarte, the Reich Division did not 
participate in the initial ground assault across the 
River Bug, but spent most of the first week directing 
traffic along a line of advance established for the 2nd 
azer Group which ran from the Vistula to the Buy 
After performing this duty, the Reich Division 
experienced considerable difficulty in its advance to 
the battle zone. Because Army Group Centre had 
not allo on the road leading to the 


ig Soviet defences on the othe 


pummel 


borde: 


by surpı 


ated 


ny spac 
ne, most of its soldiers had to march or-foót 


nt 


through the countryside, although some-of them 
were able to hitch rides with Army-eonvoys. On 28 
June, the division finally received its first t 
perform in the campaign. While the main part of 
the division was to force a river crossing between 
Cita and Dukora, a detachment consisting of 


to 


motorcycle, reconnaissance, flak, and pioneer units 
long Highway 1 and seize the 
lage of Starzyca. In addition, Hausser's troops 
were to cover the northern flank of the Panzer 
Group during the advance along the main road 
running to Minsk and Smolensk. 

At first, the assault on Starzyca went well when the 
SS detachment quickly pushed the Russians out of 
the village. However, a much larger enemy force soon 
arrived and surrounded the Gernians. To save these 
men from annihilation, a relief column consisting of 
the 3rd Battalion, Deutschland Regiment and crew- 
men operating ihre self-propelled assault guns (SPs) 
headed forthe area. En route to Starzyca, the rescue 
party overran a Russian roadblock by destroying one 
tank and chasing away another. 


were ordered to drive a 
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Just as the relief column entered the village and 
linked up with the Motorcycle Battalion, three more 
Rus 


difficulty, one of the SP crews knocked out all three 


ian tanks approached from the east. With little 


enemy vehicles. After sustaining minor damage from 
tank strike, the SS gunners óbliterated four 
n more 


an an 
antitank weapons, then retired to ol 
nd resüpply When the SP gun 
Russian tank 


ammunition 


nother 


returned, it “destroyed 
ching from the north-west. 

ng this duty, the SP crew provided 
n engineer detachment that was 
repairing a nearby bridge. While thre 
weapons guarded the area, a fourth helped Ist 


approa 
After perform 
protection. for 


of these 


Battalion, Deutschland Regiment in an assault € 
which contained a bridge 
ken intact. When the SS troops 
reached the area, they found that the Russians had. 


However, the SP crew 


Serhioyeviez: that. was 


supposed to be 


alre 


ly destroyed the objectiv 


nto the 


managed to fire 20 rounds across the river 
retreating enemy column, destroying four tanks. The 


next morning, the, Germans discovered eight more 


damaged and abandoned tanks on the other side of 
the river, 


CLOSE COOPERATION 


As these engagements indicate, the grenadiers, 


artillerymen and SP crews of the Reich Division were 


becoming very skilled a ion. 
Shortly afterward: 
perform during an assault on high ground near 
Beresina. While the SP crews hammered. ehemy 


positions on the heights around «the town, the 


acting in close collabc 


these 


troops continued to 


nd seized their 


infantrymen stormed up the slopes 
objective. From the crest of this high ground, the SP 
gunners bombarded a retr 
soldiers and vehicles attempting to cross a wooden 
e of the SP drivers 


actually moved his vehicle onto the bridge and rolled 


ating group of Russian 


bridge. In excited pursuit, or 


over throngs of fleeing soldiers. When the Germans 
were halfway across the bridge, Russian engineers on 


sending 


the opposite side detonated the structure 


thes 


If propelled assault gun into the river. The crew. 
men emerged from the SP wet, but unhurt. 


During their relentless drive into Soviet territory, 
the soldiers of the Reich Division were heavily depen- 
dent upon the skill and bravery of their engineering 


units. On many occasions, while under heavy enemy 


fire, these engineers repaired damaged bridges and 
const 


icted temporary passages that enabled 
comrades to cross rivers and other obstacles. Ai 
the River Pruth, No. 2 Company of the Engineering 
Battalion was ambushed while repairing a bridge. In 
ing battle, the Soviets killed all 72 men in 
unit. The engineers in the divisi 


the en: 


the 
cleared minefields 
tasks to facilitate quick movement through an 
hospitable country. 

En odie to Minsk, the Reich division passed 
through the northern edge of the Pripet Marsh, 


nd performed other dangerous 


which covered an area almost as large as England. ^ 
member of the divisional artillery regiment named 
Heid Rühl r the problems encountered 
during this advance 
difficult as we had to jump from one clump of grass: 


called. 


"Crossing the swamp was very 


to another and often had to put down our rifles and 
pull ourselves out of the swamp so that we did not get 
sucked under,” When they were not exchanging 
acked by huge 


gunfire with the enemy, they were 


clouds of voracious mosquitoes’. 

North of the swamp, other proble 
the SS soldiers. As they travelled cast, 
forcing their vehicles over sandy 


ns confronted 


pads became 


increasingly scarce, 
dirt that often ruined engines and other vital parts 
Marching fo per day under the 
hot, summer sun, many soldie 
fatigued and had difficulty fighting when the 
Russians attacked. Frequent instances of overflowing 
nsportation. problems 


became severely 


rivers only exacerbated t 
Even in the early stages of Operation ‘Barbarossa’, 


the vast expanse of underdeveloped: land situated 


between the River Bug and Moscow caused the fear 


some German Blitzkrieg to bag down and stall ih many 
areas along the Eastern Front. 

As the Reich Division moved across the Beresina 
and Dnieper rivers in carly July, it confronted scat- 
tered Soviet troops that harassed the Germans by stag- 
ing ambushes and then melting into the countryside 
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Ihe SS units could hardly retaliate. East of Mogilev, a 


enemy force surrounded an isolated divisional 


rüllery unit and destroyed a fuel truck with 
intitank shell. After this action, Heid Rühl noted, 
from all sides came the chilling cry "Ooohrah!" and 


fire’. When the Réd Army 


n 


hen a storm of small-arn 


noved in for the kill, ‘our iron discipline manifested. 
last- 
ke a 


tself; the intensity of our training and of the ev 


ng drill paid dividends. We needed no orders. 
fir 


splitting hedgehog, we were soon in action layi 
ades 


down a heavy barrage and throwing hand-grei 


just like infantry veterans.” 


Harp RATIONS 


By the end of the night, the SS artillery unit had 


repulsed the attack and then enjoyed a day of rest. 
During this hiatu nce patrols obtained 


iron rations left behind by the Russians at a nearby 


reconnai 


Above: Another break on the long march towards Moscow 
for these men of the Reich Division. The vast distances i 
the Soviet Union took their toll on men and machines 


alike, while supply problems multiplied with every mile. 


village. According to Rühl, ‘these consisted of a piece 
of hard brown bread as large as a fist and a similarly 
sized piece of cane suga 


The two together produced 


a feeling of fullness which our own ra never 
achieved." Later in the day came another discovery; 
when ‘some of the men found strawcóvered bottles 
of vodka which proved to be too much even for hard- 
ened drinkers and which wastundrinkable even when 
diluted with every sort of mix’. 

The following day, the division resumed its task of 
guarding the northern flank of Army Group Centre's 
advance down the Minsk-Smolensk Highway. Not sur- 


prisingly, the Germans confronted tough opposition 


a 
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at Smolensk, although. they captured the 
mid-July. To the south-east, the Reich Division rece 
an order to capture Yelnya and a piece of high 


ived 


ground situated east of the town. This objective was 
important to the Germans because the town was 
located on a crossroad that they, needed to control 
the main road to the Soviet capital, Moscow. The 
significance of this sité meant that the Red Army 
would be very. determined in its effort to keep the 
town from falling into enemy hand: 

On 22 July, the attack on the heights near Yelnya 


began. Soldiers from the Deutschland Regiment and 
the Der Führer Regiment stormed up the slopes. 
Although the SS troops received assi: 
crews of the 10th Panzer Division, they lacked 
artillery support bee on trucks 
not arrived with shells for the batteries. As a result, 
the Soviet troops in the wenches on the high ground 
fired relentlessly into the Germans. Despite this 
ity, the soldiers from the Deutschland and Der 
Führer regiments maintained a steady, disciplined 


ance from tank 


ise the ammunit 


adver 


advance, and conquered the first ridge of the heights 
by the evening. After another day of intense combat, 
they seized'the rest of the high ground. The Germans 
also captured the nearby village of Ushakova. 

By this time, the hot, summer sun, the lack of 
shade-giving trees, and dwindling water supplies 
began to take their toll on the soldiers of the Reich 
Division, and after many SS troops collapsed from 
heat exhaustion, Guderian ordered the unit to 
abstain from further offensive action and consolidate 
However, the Red Army did 
not allow the Germans to enjoy any restat the town 
or the nearby heights that they had just conquered. 
In a savage counterattack that began the following 


its control over Yelnya 


morning, the Soviets penetrated many German 
though the SS defenders eventually threw 
nts off the high ground after several houi 


position 


the assaila 


f hand-to-hand combat. This battle was just the 
begini 
last for four weeks. 

During this lengthy operation, the ammunition 
shortage became serious for the SS units. As a result, 
artillery commanders ordered their gunners to fire 


ng of a brutal contest over the area that would 


only upon visible targets. In his recollection of an 
battery, Heid Rühl noted 
ers won the Iron Gross 


armoured assault on hi 
that ‘one of our stretcher-b 


here by knocking out an enemy tank with a hand 
grenade. He threw it into the open hatch, Finish! The 
gunners, working like fury, finall 
Russian tank attacks, but thes 
greater strength’. 

On a nearby road, an SS anti-tank detachment 
experienced similar difficulties when cohfronted by 
ht Soviet armoured vehicles. After the 
knocked out the leading tank, a flame-throwing 
vehicle emerged. and ‘projected huge gouts of flame 
ank gunners’. According to a post-battle 
the Russian crew then leapt from their 


beat off the first 


e Germans 


the anti 


report, 


machine and raced tow. 
grabbed entrenching tools and gre 
forward to meet the Russian charg 


confrontation 


ds the gunners, who 


les, doublir 


In the ensuing 


small knot of men ... fought for 


their lives and when, at last, the Russian tankmen had 
been killed, the SS gunners went back to their Pak 
(anti 
Russian tanks had been destroyed’. 


Heavy Losses 


As the ranks of the infantry battalions dwindled, 
soldiers in the pioneer units were obliged to pick up 
rifles and fight at the front line. After one assault, the 


ank gun] and carried on firing until all the 


Motoreycle Battalion had become severely depleted 
and was forced to 
detachment stepped in to take its place. In human 
wave attacks, some of the finest troops in the Soviet 


stire while an Army engineer 


Army continued to punch holes in the German 
defences. Only through a great deal of exertion, 
discipline and determination were the SS soldiers 
able to beat back these assailants, with hea 
inflicted upon both sides. North-west of Yelnya, the 
Red Army overran Ushakova, However, the Germans 
ook the village the following day after launching a 
punishing dive-bomber assault 

Eventually, Güderian pulled the Reich Division out 
nd replaced it with Wehrmacht units, 
which would suffer just as badly during subsequent 
Soviet attacks. Within this pocket, mobile, mechanized 


losses 


re 


of the arca 
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Above: 
through a burning Russian village. 


troopers from the Reich Division advance 


talin’s scorched earth 
policy deprived the advancing Germans of both food and 
shelter on their march. 


combat had degenerated into trench warfare similar 
to that seen in World War I. Althoügh the Russians 
tialty rates during the 


actually suffered higher, c 


battle for Yelnya, they w able to replace their 


iculty than the 


losses with much less di jermans. 
The enormous amount of death and destruction that 
resulted from this struggle was an ominous indication 
of what the armies of the Third Reich would face 


throughout the Russian Front in coming years. 


After enjoying a brief period of time to 


uperate, 
the Reich Division went back into action. In 
September, Hausser's troops participated in an 


mbitious offensive that would become one of the 


atest achievements in military history. After almost 


thr 


ionths of combat, Army Group Centre had 
pushed deep into Soviet territory north of the Pripet 


, while Army Group South had made similar 


progress driving through the Ukraine. Between these 


an hands, at 


two regions, which were now in € 
least five Soviet armies occupied an area that had 


become a salient extending 150km (93 n 


into Nazi-held territory. The western tip of this sal 
was in an area surrounding Kiev 
For Hitler and his generals, here was the perfect 


opportunity to trap 50 or more enemy divisions and 


pound them into oblivion. To accomplish this feat, 
OKW developed a fairly simple plan. While the 6th 
Army kept the Soviets preoccupied at Kiev, the 2nd 


Army and the 2nd Panzer Group were to sweep in 
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from the north and take up blocking positions east of 
the city. From the south, the 17th Army and the Ist 
Panzer Group were to perform a similar manoeuvre 


mations, 


nd link up with the other two German f 
thus. preventing the Soviet armi 


from evacuating 


the salient and retreating to the east. 


Still attached to the 2nd Panzer 
Divi 
it moved south 


3rotip, the Reich 


ion served as the right wing of XXIV Corps while 


st and pushed through enemy lines. 
the di 


ision 
a 


When the attack began on 6 Septembe 
made considerable progress and quickly captured 
important ith this task 


ccomplished, 


at Sosnitsa. 


junction 


suderian ordered Hausser to send his 


Motorcycle Battalion to Makoshim, the site of a 
railway bridge. After waiting for Stuka dive-bombers 


to soften Soviet defences, the SS motorcyclists were to 


capture the bridge and establish a bridgehead on the 
southern bank of the River Desna 


Above: Cro: 
a 1941. Rubber a: 
used to cross such obstacles when the 


ing one of the many rivers in central Rus: 


ult boats like the one above were 


iets had blown 
up the bridges during their retreat. 


Before the SS soldiers could even be 


1 executing 
their assault, the operation went awry. The warplanes 
had failed to arrive on time. An hour later, Guderian 
grew impatient and ordered the Motorcycle Battalion 


to charge across the bridge without the air support 


that it desperately needed. Aware that the structure 


ed with explosives that 


was probably wi 


could 


engineers on the other, side “of the river 


detonate at any moment, the motorcyclists rushed 


across the bridgéat top speed. 


With this quick dash across the bridge, the SS 
Red Army defenders 


completely by surprise. While machine-gunners 


motorcyclists. took the 


n 
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the sidecars kept the Soviets pinned down with hot 
lead, the drivers crashed through the enemy barri- 
cades, As the SS 
Wehrmacht engineers followed the vanguard 


soldiers wiped out the small garrison, 
d 


defused the explosives placed within the bridge. 
; the motorcyclists didit have long to 
victory: a surprise-attack was launched 
from an unexpected direction. While the SS soldiers 
lishing their bridgeheads, the late 27 
showed up. Mis 
for ehemy troops, the dive-bombers dropped their 


However 


savour thet 


were es 


Stukas at 


ing the motorcyclists 


explosives upon the bridgehead, leaving 10 men dead 
and another 30 wounded. The warplanes also 
inflicted slight damage upon the railway bridge. 


CROSSING THE Upay 

Although many SS soldiers in the Reich Dit 
upset about this carelessness and the losses that it 
brought, they knew that they had to put the incident 
task. 


ion were 


behind them and coni 


ie performing thei 
Thus, the main part of the division moved into the 


area and collected, the survivors of the Motorcycle 


Battalion before Fesuming its journey southwards. It 
kajie River Uday in mid-September. As the SS 
aulydnce guards approached the river's bridges, Soviet 


reach 


tróops on the opposite bank destroyed the structures 
with explosives. Despite this setback, the division's 


antry regiments managed to cross the river and 


ick enemy forces 


Aware that thei 


armies were on the brink of being. 


encircled and annihilated, the Soviet defenders on 


the south bank of the Uday fought tenaciously, 


inte 


the Re 
along with the towns of Borsna and Priluki. When the 


Reich Division achieved these goals, it fulfilled its role 


in the encirclement of Kiev and received a letter of 
gratitude from Field Marshal Bock. Their mission 
S soldiers took up positions at a 
point along the edge of the pocket and helped 


completed, the S 


maintain the German gauntlet around Kiev. 
By this time, the Red Army divisions trapped in 
light pocket had nothing left to do but fight 


desperately. in an effort to break out. They assailed 
many. po 
thrown back 
Div 


by cadets from 


is throughout the perimeter, only to be 
th heavy losses. At Putivl, the Reich 
on's machine-gunners faced an attack launched 
the Kharkov Military Academy. 
serman lines, the 


aging as they charged into the 
young pupils collapsed as sprays of bullets ripped into 


their ranks. Every one of the Soviet cadets perished in 


the frantic assault. 


Later in the month, the surviving members of the 
Soviet armies trapped in the Kiev pocket surren- 
dered. Collectively, the Red Army had lost about one 
million men killed, wounded, or captured in the arca. 
By the end of the siege, the Nazi war machine had 
obliterated five enemy armies and shredded two 


With Kiev in their hands, the 


more into tatters, 


Gern rate- 


ns were no 


n a good position to seize s 


eas, such as the oil-producing 
and the Donets Basin with its 


gically important 
Caucasus Mountain 


industrialized 

After the closure of the Kiev pocket, the soldiers of 
the Reich Divisio 1a period of relaxation tliat 
lasted from 24 September to 2 October. During this. 
interlude, it received replacements for the numerous 


as. 


troops lost during the opening actions of the 


Barbarossa c 
the Deutschland Regiment alone had lost more than 
1500 men killed, wounded, or missing. The Der 
Regiment and other units within the Reich Division 


mpaign. Since the start of the inv: 


hrer 


had suffered comparable losses. With several months 
ions still 


of costly offensive and defensive ope 
ahead of them, these formations would need all the 


men that they could find. 

One of the new recruits sent to the Reich Division 
was Walter Schminke, who described his first impres- 
sions of life on the front line while serving with the 
Motorcycle Battalion: "The atmosphere in the new 
unit was excellent. It wa ry but 
there was a complete absenée of parade ground bull- 
After sunset, he recalled learning the lyrics of 
the battalion dnthem, ‘unshaven and far from 


not exactly unmilit 


shit. 


home’, while lounging near River Volga: ‘After we 36 
men had sung our song, we heard applause coming 


from the other side of the Volga. Then they sang 
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their song and we applauded. Is this really what the 
war was like?’ 

During the encirclement of Kie 
generals had devised a plan of attack aimed at 


Hitler and his 


capturing Moscow. Called Operation “Typhoon’, the 
action was to begin am 2 October and involved 
another quick Blitzkrieg thrust th 
overwhelm the Soviets before the onset of winter. 


at wa 


s supposed to 


Aware that every male or female Russian citizen 


capable of wielding a weapon or a spade would be 


involved in either constructing or maintaining the 
defences around the capital, senior OKW strategists 
anticipated that the operation would be costly and 
difficult to accomplish. 

On 4 October, the Reich Division joined Operation 
“Typhoon’ when its units moved with the 10th Panzer 
Division during an assault on the towns of Krichev and 
Ladishino. After the seizure of these two objec 


es. 
the SS division headed north-west to occupy an area 
between Gshatsk and Vyasma. This manoeuvre. was 
part of an encirclement carried out by XLVI Corps to 
entrap enemy forces while capturing Gshatsk. 
Althouglr hindered by autumn rain that had turned 
the soil of the Ru 
the division reached the area within a few days. 


an countryside into a sea of mud, 


Operation ‘TYPHOON’ 

On the morning of 7 October, the Deutschland 
Regiment led the attack against Red Army positions 
vily supported by an SP platoon, 


near the town. He 
the Artillery Regiment's 3rd. Battalion, à light Flak 


battery and an antitank company, the Deutschland 


Regiment's 2nd Battalion” made considerable 
progress and captured a piece of high ground north- 


the afternoon. An hour later, 


west of Sharaponova 


the battalion pushed enemy forces further north to 
Mikey 
Later in the day, Ist Battalion, Deutschland 
Regiment leapfrogged past 2nd Batt 


and then captured Sloboda Potovskaya. 


ion and then 


ismounti 


Right: ng ready for action, soldiers from the 
Reich Division advance towards a burning village some- 
where in the Soviet Union. Note the divisional symbol on 


the back of the truck. 


seized Komyenka at around Meanwhile, with Ist Battalion marching on a route right of the 


established a blocki 


highway, while 3rd Battalion proceeded to the left. 


position across 


The first task in this assault was to seize a railway 
embankment, which would then be left in the hands 
Although harassed by Soviet fighter- 


bombers, the assault battalions made steady progress. 


As a result of these 


the Smolensk-Moscow Highway 


Deutschland Regiment, a sizeable Russian force was of 2nd Battaliot 


hatsk. On 9 October, the reg- 


now cornered within 
When Ist Battalion reached a wooded area that was 


led the town in a two-pronged advance, 


teeming with enemy snipers, the Germari advance on 
the right slowed down somewhat. While the 
grenadiers were performing this action, a reconnais- 
sance patrol infiltrated the southern outskirts of 
Gshatsk and ambushed a group of transport trucks 
carrying Russian soldiers, Early in the afternoon, the 
rest of the SS attack force entered the town and 
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Above: A map depicting Army Group Centre's advance 
towards Moscow, with the diversion south to help their 
colleagues in Army Group South that cost the Germans a 
chance to take Moscow virtually unopposed. 


found several dead civilians that had been hanged by 

the Red Army garrison shortly before it had retreated 

from the area. 
Determined to 


re-take Gshatsk, thé- Soviets 
launched several counterattacks 
Deutschland battalions. When, informed of en 


troop build-ups in the area; the senior divisional cor 


against the 


ny 


manders dispatched the Der Führer Regiment to 
‘own in an effort to disrupt the mov 


area east of the 


ment of Soviet forces. After seizing an i 
und near . the regiment 


portant 


piece of high gı 
pushed through th 
Moscow highway until it reached the outer defences 
of the capital. 

To stop the advance, 
barded the di 


‚od 
Russian lines a 


nd moved up the 


Red Army 
ion with rockets fired from a weapon 


tillerists bom- 


known as the 
that could hurl 20 projectiles int the air ata time. 
the receiving end of this barrage, an office: 
to di tactical headquarters recalled the 

created by the weapon: ‘As I had not dug a slit tre 
nd watched the ter- 


talin Organ’ or "Katyüsha', a device 


ched 


T just flung myself behind a tree 


ingly beautiful display of exploding rocket shells. 


From this vantage point, he noted, ‘the memory of the 


smell of high-explosive and of black, red and violet 


colours as the shells detonated and took on the shape 
of tulip heads will always remain in my mind’. During 
Paul Hausser had been severely wound 
ed in action and was replaced by the commander of 
the Deutschland Regiment, Willi Bittrich. 

By mid-October, the Reich Division was launching a 


full-scale attack upon the outer defences of the Soviet 


the advancı 


Right: Reich Division soldiers take cover in a shallow ditch 
as a building burns dramatically behind them. Th: 
division’s progress was steady, but the weather was already 
beginning to worsen as autumn approached. 
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capital. Spearheading this assault, the battalions of 
Der Führer pushed through five roadblocks, dug-in 
tanks, and teams of flame-throwers and managed to 
destroy several concrete pillboxes. In a battle that last- 


ed through the night, the SS grenadiers engaged in 
ferocious, hand-to-hand combat with’ crack troops 
ad Siber 


savage fighting persisted Although the Germa 


from the Division. For two weeks, 


s had 


battered enemy defences relentlessly and captured 


the town of Mozhiask, they were becoming worn out 


from) high casualty rates, fatigue, disease and a 


climate that was becoming increasingly cold. 


Deutschland 


th of the Moscow highway, the 


Regiment confronted two Mongolian infantry ba 
ions from the 82nd Motorized Division during a fight 
for Mikaelovkoya and Pushkin, Charging thr 
hail of rocket shells, the SS soldiers reached a village 
close to Mika 
tank units, the Mongols counterattacked with human- 


elovkoya. Supported by artillery and 


m 


wave assaults: In close-quarter fighting, many of the 


combatants killed each other with bayonets, grenades 


and entrenching tools. Eventually, the Deutschland 


Regiment's grenadiers beat back this offensive only 
with a great deal of effort and considerable help from 


SS artillery batteries. 


Poor WEATHER 
Several weeks after the start of Operation “Barbarossa 


the wet autumn weather played an important role in 


Ming the German war machine from takin; 


prev 


Moscow. The inability of supply trucks to reach the 


Reich Division and other units situated on the front 


line of the offensive led to chronic shortages of 
ammunition, food and fuel. These only worsened as 


the“season came to an end. In fact, weather 


conditions 


en hindered panzer units from moving 


forward to support the SS foot soldiers. Although the 
onset of winter eventually solidified the ground upon 


which the Germans travelled by freezing it, the new 


season created a new set of problems for the a 
of the Third Reich, 


Because Hitler and his generals were so, confident 


mies 


tha 


their armies would capture Moscow before the 


end of the ye: 


; they did not even consider equipping 


their soldiers with winter ‘uniforms. When tempera 
tures dropped to levels ranging from -30 to -50°C 
numerous cases of frostbite broke out within the 


Ge 


ks. In some instances, frozen limbs 


man ra 


became racked with gangrene, leading to hasty ampu 


tation operations under unsanitary conditions and 


without anesthesia. To save themselves from their 


second enemy, ‘General Winter’, German soldiers 


acquired extra layers of clothing from the many dead 


€ es and adversaries that littered the countryside 


When their boots rotted away after several months of 


continuous use, they wrapped their feevin 


Not surprisingly, the Red Army was far better 


prepared for the cold months of 1941 and 1942, As 


Left: Making the most of their issued equipment, these SS 
panzergrenadiers from the Reich Division huddle around 
a small fire. The division was ill-equipped to cope with the 
sudden fall in temperatures caused by the onset of autumn. 
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natives of the area, many of them were already accus- 
id knew in 


tomed to the inhospitable climate 
advance how to dress for it. Some Soviet units were 
also equipped to travel across the deep snow quickly 
and 

Army 
attacks from mid-October until mid-November, while 


asily using skis. With these advantages, the Red 


able to launch numerous surprise counter- 


the Germans attempted to adjust to the demands of 


nd consolidate their control over 


the winter we: 
conquered areas 
After 
ermans resumed their offensive on Moscow. On 18 


absorbing these counterpunches, the 


¢ 


November, XLVI Corps received an order to seize the 


city of Istr: 
Division constituted the right wing of the operation. 
while the 10th Panzer Division took the left. By 


In a two-pronged assault, the Reich 


capturing this city and other important areas around 


Above: An ominous portent: soldiers of the Reich Division 


the first snow of winter. They are marching past an 
abandoned Soviet field gun which has become bogged 
down to its axles in the Russian mud. 


Moscow, the Germans hoped to encircle the capital 
and destroy its garrison in a manner similar to the 
manoeuvre carried out at Kiev. 

Within a week, the SS units had fought their way to 
the River Istra and established a bridgehead there. 
er, the Reich Division attacked 
approaching enemy forces arid sent them into flight. 


After crossing the 


Two days later, the SS troops seized Istra and attacked 
a nearby town that was situated on top of an impor- 
tant 


ge. Although the Soviet garrison resisted tena- 
ciously, after four days of combat the Germans finally 
took the heights, with tanks from the 10th Panzer 
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Division providing crucial assistance for the SS 
grenadiers storming up the slopes. 

With this important cornerstone in the Russian 
a fully 
fledged attack on Moscow began on 27 November 


defence network now in German hands, 


During this decisive phase in Opera 
the Reich Divisi 


ión “Typhoon’, 
n seized Vyssokova within a day and 


closed in on the capital, Despite this continuous 


forward progress that seemed to be carrying the 


nbat 


division to its destination, heavy losses from ce 
and the cold w 


ther were depleting the SS u 
The attack was steadily grinding to a halt. 

By the end of the month, Bittrich was forced to 
disband the Der Führers severely depleted 2nd 
Battalion and assign its survivors to other parts of the 
Iso had to break up Deutschland's 3rd 
ttalion for the same reason. Meanwhile, the 10th 


regiment. He 


Above: So close ~ men of the Reich Division pose for the 
camera near the outer suburbs of Moscow. The solid 
nature of theis 


bunker suggests that they have adopted a 
strictly defensive attitude in the face of winter. 


Panzer Division had only seven tanks available to 
assist the SS division in future operations against the 
Moscow garrison. Only the sheer determination of 


ion's soldiers and theii 


the di faith in their own 


fighting abilities seemed to hold the unit together 
and keep it on the field as a viable military force. 
When Luftwaffe bombers flew overhead to carry 


out missions against the Soviet garrisor 


the capital 
the SS soldieis found encouragement in their miser 
able state. Despite their predicament, they were still 
motivated to continue attacking the capital. In early 


December, the vanguard of the German offensive 
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reached its easternmost point when No. 1 Company 
of the Motorcycle Battalion seized Lenino, a suburb 
situated only 17km (10.5 miles) from central Moscow. 
Occupying areas near the terminus of the Moscow 
tramway system, the SS soldiers could see the domed 
buildings of the Kremlin. 

Before the Reich Division and other German 
formations could follow through with a decisive 
attack on the capital; worsening weather conditions 
forced them to stop in their tracks. Their final 
offensive was, so they thought, only delayed, but after 
a three-day pause in the fighting, the Soviets 
launched a counteroffensive. It was so great that the 
Germans had no chance to organize their attack. 
Collectively, the Red Army hurled 1.5 million troops 
into the Germans at areas throughout the Eastern 
Front. Organized into 17 armies, these hordes of 
Soviet soldiers pushed their enemies back, forcing 
the German Army High Command to order a 
general retreat to more defensible positions. 


Human Wave ATTACKS 

At its positions near Moscow, the Reich Division stood 
its ground as human-wave formations assailed its 
troops. With concentrated machine-gun fire, the 
Déulschland Regiment kept the Soviets at bay. The 
division finally received its order to retreat on 9 
1941 and, although its soldiers were 
ing up so much ter- 


December 
despondent at the thought of gi 
ritory which had been won with such tremendous sac- 


rifice, it withdrew across the River Istra. Fortunately 
S men, the Red Army was very catitious. 


for the weary 
with its pursuit. Along the River Rusa,-the division 
maintained its part of the new Gerinan defence line 
until the end of the year; 

On 16 January 1942, the Reich Division received 
another order to retreat and thus pulled back to a 


position west of Gshatsk. During the execution of 
ks along the 


these strategic withdrawals, Soviet 
front persisted. Later in the month, the SS division 
participated in a spectacular counterattack around 
Rzhev, after the Russian 29th and 39th Armies had 
punched through German lines, Sweeping into an 
area west of the city, the Russian armies suddenly 


became isolated after the German 9th Army had 
swung northwards and established blocking positions 
to their east. 

For more than two weeks, the SS units and other 
German military formations battered the entrapped 
Soviet armies while the Russians fought desperately to 
break out of their pocket. In addition, the Germans 
contended with relief columns sent to rescue the 
cornered Soviets. Otto Kumm, the commander of the 
Der Führer Regiment, noted in these battles that ‘the 
enemy dead formed walls of corpses in front of the 
companies’ positions’. Although they continued 10 
suffer high casualty rates, the SS soldiers remained 
enthusiastic, as long as they were able 10 perform 
offensive actions. 

Meanwhile, the weather became even colder, actu- 
ally freezing the oil that lubricated the German 
machine-guns and rendering these weapons useless. 
The merciless winter climate also disabled all of the 
SP vehicles of the Reich Division, causing Bittrich to 
disband the SP unit and transfer most of its members 
to the Der Führer Regiment. Some of them wentbilck 
to Vienna to receive training in panzer! warfare 
Eventually, about 5000 Russians: managed to slip 
through the Nazi gauntlet and reach friendly forces. 
However, they left behind 27,000 men dead and 
another 5000, who were to become prisoners of war. 

Despite this setback, the Red Army renewed its 
pressure on the German lines throughout February 
Near the end of that month, the Reich Division was 
placed on reserve, Because the division was so deplet- 
ed, the German High Command temporarily 
renamed it the Das Reich Battle Group. After receiving 
3000 new men to replenish its battalions, the Der 
Führer Regiment became a panzergrenadier unit. 

In March, the SS battle group went back into 
action, taking up positions along the River Volga. 
Towards the end of the month, the soldiers in this 
organization had to conten@sith yet another enemy 
offensive, which lastéd tintil early April. During this 
action, the Deulschland Regiment became involved in 
a particularly nasty battle at a place known as 
Jackboot Wood’. Georg Schwinke, a participant, 
noted that ‘the whole terrain was brown with the 
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Above: A well-armed patrol from the Der Führer 
Regiment. The cold was so severe that lubricating oil 
froze weapons solid, rendering them useless. Grenades 
were unaffected, which is why the men carry so many. 


overcoats of the ad 


ancing Russian soldiers. This mass 


of men rolled towards us, terrifying because they came 


forward silently and without their-usual shouting." 
During this battle, the soldiers in the Deutschland 


Regiment repelled wave after wave of massed attacks. 
"The Russi 
up into a great heap of dead. Most of that first wave had 
come forward without weapons — cannon-fodder — to 
use up our ammunition,’ After running low on ammu- 
nition, the Germans were forced to beat back their 


ins fell in rows,” Schwinke asserted, ‘piling 


opponents in brutal, hand-to-hand combat. "Finally." 
Schwinke observed, ‘the Russians sent in tanks and like 
primeval beasts they came lumbering towards us. 


By this time, the Deutschland Regiment seemed to 
Stuka 


arrived in the nick of time. ‘Th 


be on the brink of annihilation. Howeve 
dive-bombers 
pilots really knew their job,” Schwinke asserted, not 


se 


ing that 'tank after tank was blown apart. Just before 
I pressed my face into the muddy snow I saw a bomb 
glide under the belly of one tank and blow it up 

Shortly afterward, friendly tanks and SPs appeared on 
the scene and helped the SS regiment sinash the 
Russian assault on Jackboot Wood, thus enabling the 
division to stabilize its lines. 


Jackoor Woop 

In the aftermath of battle, Schwinke noticed that he 
had been wounded by an 
ed that he ‘pulled the shell fragment out of my skull’ 


artillery attack and record- 


Also injured by a bullet in the right leg, he limped to 
his company headquarters, where his commander 
attempted to remove his ja 


ckboot. But the leg proved 
to be too swollen, so the officer ‘cut the boot off and 
pus and blood poured out from the leg which was 
frostbite’ 
Ordered to report to a field hospital, Schwinke noted 


now coloured dark-blue and black ... 


that ‘because there were no ambülances I had to 
make my own way back on foot and out of that 
damned “Jackboot Wood” 

By e 
finally abated, allowing € 


ly April, the Soviet counter-offensive had 


erman forces along the 


East 


n Front to experience at least some rest and 
recuperation, Two months later, the Reich Division 
returned to Germany to undergo reorganization and 
it became 
ion Das Reich 


receive yet another name. In Novemb 


known as the SS Panzergrenadier Di 


It also acquired a panzer battalion that containe 
three companies and PzKpfw III and IV battle tanks. 
Protected with armour that was at least 50mm (1.9in) 


thick in s 


me pla 
reaching a speed of 64km/h (40mph). TI 


the PzKpfw HL was capable of 
PzKpfw 


IV had similar characteristics but was equipped with a 


much larger gun mounted into the turret 
In addition, “existing units with 

underwent changes for the better 

became fully 


n the division 
The Der Führer 


Regiment now motorized. The 


Reconnaissance Battalion exchanged its motorcycles 


BARBAROSSA 


for Schwimmwagen cars and became Ist Battalion of 


he newly established Langemarck Regiment 
Meanwhile, the surviving remnants of the 4th 
SS-Regiment Deutschland constituted the regiment's 
2nd Battalion, In early July, the Der Führer Regiment 
went to Le Mans. The rest of the division eventually 


followed and remained in that part of France until 


late in the year. 

In November 1942, the’ Das Reich Division and 
several other German military formations moved 
south and occupied Vichy France, the part of the 
country that Hitler had spared from conquest back 
in 1940. The Führer had ordered action at this point 
because the Allies had invaded French North Africa, 
thus in a position to attack Western Europe 
from the south. For good reason, the Germans 
suspected that Marshal Pétain and his deputy, Pierre 
Laval, would not be able to mount a successful 


and w 


Above: Schwimmwagens from the Reich Division’: 


Reconnaissance Batt 
peller at the rear of the vehicle meant that it could cross 
water at a maximum speed of 11km/h (7 mph). 


n prepare to cross a river. A pro- 


defence if the Allies were to land on the Medi- 
terranean coast of France. 

At the end of the year, the Das Reich Division 
underwent more changes. It received an SP battalion 
that contained three batteries, each one possessing 
seven guns. In addition, the Langemarck Regiment was 
disbanded. Some of its members were reassigned to 
the Panzer Battalion, which was now large enough to 
be a full-size regiment, while Ist Battalion resumed its 
role as a separate reconnaissance unit. Thus reorga- 
nized, the division returned to the Soviet Union in 
January 1943, ready to help Army Group South repel 
a Red Army offensive in the Ukraine. 
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early 1943 the German fo 


Bi late 1942, the tide of World War II began to 
turn against the Third Reich. In North Afr 
man forces under the command of Field Marshal 


Erwin Rommel suffered a decisive defeat at El 
Eastern Front, the Red Army dealt a 


Alamein. On the 


more serious blow to the Nazi war effort when the 


Soviets launched a winter offensive that smashed 


several Romanian, Italian and Hungarian divisions, 


forcing Axis troops in the area to fall back to the River 
At Stalingrad, the Russians encircled the 
man 6th Army and repulsed all attempts to relieve 
the city 


Dnieper 
C 
the beleaguered garrison. By February 1943 


and the surviv 
fallen into Russian hands, Three months later, Allied 
forces swept their Axis adversaries completely out of 
North Africa 

To help blunt the Soviet assault against German 
positions on the Adolf Hitler 
dispatched the recently organized I SS Panzer Corps 
After performing this mission, the SS 
troops were to initiate an aggressive counteroffensive 


remnants of the German Army had 


Eastern Front, 


into the area 


simed at retaking the territory that had been lost to 


Left: Heinrich Himmler congratulates members of the 
Panzer Regiment of Das Reich after their success in the 
retaking of Kharkov in the spring of 1943. The 
Reichsführer-SS was careful not to be too close to the front. 


the Russians. Led by SS-Obergruppenführer Paul 


Hausser, the corps included three of the best 


divisions in the German armed forces: Leibstandarte, 
Totenkopf, and Das Reich, which was now under the 
All 


three of these divisions had been reorganized as 


command of SS-Gruppenführer Georg Kepple 


panzergrenadier formations 


Top Priority Move 
In January 1943, the SS 
sector of the front to repel an attack that had been 
launched by the Soviet 3rd Guards Tank Army. 
Because their presence in the region was so desper 
ately needed, the SS divisions received top priority in 


ps went to the southern 


the use of road and rail transportation. After ass 


bling at an area near the city of Kharkov, Hausser's 


forces were to maintain a brid 
between Volokomovka and Kupiansk on the River 
Oskol. Although the SS corps was supposed to 
operate as a unified organization, the exigencies of 
war forced Army Group South to disperse its 
clements into different arcas. 

Das Reich was the first SS division to reach the 
front. Arriving i 
Führer Regiment was in the area before the other 


the middle of January, the Der 


elements of the division and immediately went to 
work against the Soviet war machine. West of the 
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River Oskol, the soldiers of the Red Army seemed as 
if they were about to achieve a breakthrough at 
Voroshilovgrad. To prevent such a disaster for the 
Germans, Army Group South formed a battle group 
that was comprised of Der Führers Ist Battalion, two 
field artillery batteries, one Flak battery, aiid’ two 
companies from other parts of thé regiment 
Attached to the 6th Panzer Division; this battle group 
was to aid in the defence of the town. On 22 Ja 
the SS troops marched 205km (127 miles) to their 
battle zone and remained there until early March. 


By the end of the month, the main part of 1 SS 
Panzer Corps had arrived and was arrayed at its 
assigned position on the River Oskol. While 2nd 
Battalion, Der Führer Regiment occupied a sector close 
to the river, the Deutschland Regiment covered a piece 
of woodland south-west of Kamenka, as well as areas 
west of Borki, Kosinka and Olovatka. As the SS troops 
moved into their positions, they encountered the 
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Above: A Das Reich armoured column with three PzKpfw 
IV tanks bringing up the rear during the operation to 
retake Kharkov in early 1943. Note the divi 
on the rear of the tank resembling an inverted 


‚nal symbol 


surviving remnants of the decimated Italian 8th Army 
In 
t the 


retreating past the front lines and into safer ar 
addition, several depleted German units filed p: 
SS formations, 320th Division 
Hausser's troops quickly learned from the demoral- 
ized state of these withdrawing forces that they would 
face formidable adversaries in the southern sector of 
the Eastern Front. 

Shortly after taking up their positions along the 
River Oskol, the commanding officers in the SS corps 
learned that the Red Army had ripped large holes in 
the German defence line and recaptured a consider- 
able amount of territory, including the important city 
of Kursk. The Russians were also in close pursuit of 


including the 
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the rearguard elements of the Italian and Romanian 
armies that they had mauled. Moreover, intelligence 
sources soon revealed that the Soviets intended to 
push the Germans back to the River Dnieper and 
thus retake the city of Kharkov. As-a result, Army 
Group South had to utilize the SS corps as a defensive 
group, despite the fact that Hitler had envisioned th 
new formation as.an offensive weapon. 


Fortunately for the soldiers in Das Reich and the 


other SS divisions, the Red Army winter offer 


was 
just starting to lose its momentum by the time 


Hausser arrived, By late January, the Soviets had 


strained their logisti 
for their infantry, y 
Although the Red Army still had plenty of troops to 
hurl at the Germans, its dwindling firepower enabled 
the SS units to hold their ground more effectively and 
perhaps maintain enough strength to mo 
punishing counter-offensive. 


Massen Attacks 

As soon as the regiments and battalions of the Das 
Reich Division settled. into their assigned positions, 
they had “to beat back attacks being launched by 
division-size Soviet forces. By utilizing their over- 
whelming numerical superiority, the Red Army units 
gradually pushed back 2nd Battalion, Der Führer 
Regiment and forced it to withdraw from its bridge- 
head on the River Oskol in early February. As the 
Sc pproached the River Donetz and came 
closer to Kharkov, they created a salient. that 
separated the main part of the Das Reich Division 


ts 


from its Reconnaissance Battalion, 

On 7 February, the Red) Army 
offensive that was aimed at taking Kharko 
achieve this objective, Stavka (the High Co 
the Soviet Armed Forces) developed a pl 
called for a pincer movement that would force I SS 
Panzer Corps either to evacuate the city or remain 
entrapped in a pocket. The southern arm of this two- 
pronged assault covered a wide area located between 
the right flank of the Leibstandarte and the left flank of 
the 320th Division. The northern arm was less impos- 


ing and was situated north-east of Belgorod. 


Although they were aware that this offensive would 
probably result in the encirclement of Kharkov, the 
Germans attempted to relocate to defensive positions 
on the western bank of the Donets which they hoped 
would be adequate enough to hold the city without 
being surrounded. Thus, the Das Reich Division 
pulled back from its area along the Oskol on 9 
February during a heavy blizzard. Obscured by the 
weather conditions, Soviet snipers harassed the 


retreating Germans, who were forced to march across 
ground that was covered with deep snow. Not surpris- 
ingly, many vehicles got stuck during this retreat. 

On the otherside of the Donets, the SS soldiers were 
dismayed/to find out that the Russians had already 
reached the area. As a result, the Das Reich Division 
pulled back even further and set up new positions 
much closer to Kharkov, To thwart the Soviet pincer 
action that threatened to entrap in the city, Hausser 
ordered a bold counterattack against the southern arm 
of the Red Army advance. His plan called for a battle 
group to sweep southward and sever this appendage 


from the main part of the Soviet juggernaut, 

To ensure that his battle group had énough men 
to accomplish this task, Hausser had to pull some of 
his troops from the front lines. He also moved his 
divisions further 10 the west to give the task force 
more time to perform its mission. This unit consisted 
of the Der Führer Regiment and the Motorcycle 
Battalion from the Das Reich Division, along with two 
units from the Leibstandarte Division. On 10 February, 
the battle group assembled at the town of Merefa to 


its operation. 
The following day, the SS units sprang into action. 
While the two Das Reich formations constituted the 
centre of the counterattack, the other two SS units 
occupied the flanks. Although confronted with pun- 
ishing snowstorms, the battle group-travelled quickly 
until its armoured vehicles approached enemy rear 
echelon units 50km (31/miles) behind the Russian 
s. While the SS took their opponents by surprise, 
Stuka dive-bombers hammered Red Army positions 
from \the sky. Within a short period of time, the 
Germans amputated the southern pincer of the Soviet 
attack and obliterated the 7th Guard Cavalry Corps. 
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After performing this feat, the SS battle group 
continued moving south until it made contact with 
soldiers, from the 320th Division. With this mission 
complete, Hausser broke apart the group and 
returned its units to their respective divisions. 
Although these units had suffered heavy losses during 
the counter-attack, their men were in high spirits and 
gratified by the result of the operation. By this time, 
Keppler had to step down as commander of the Das 
Reich Division because of a brain haemorrhage, and 
was replaced by Herbert Ernst Vahl. 

Undeterred by this setback, the Red Army renewed 
its offensive on Kharkov, Although the SS divisions 
held their ground at Rogan and Ternovoya, the 
Soviets had more success to the south, and seized the 
suburb of Smiyev. Fortunately for the SS corps, over- 
extended supply lines prevented enemy infantrymen 
from receiving adequate artillery support. As a result, 
they suffered terrible losses in wave after wave of 
saults against positions that were protected by MG 
42 machine guns. A new weapon in the German arse- 
nal, the MG 42 had a rapid rate of fire and a deafen- 
ing noise, The Soviets referred to it as ‘Hitler's Saw’. 


Left: Paul Hausser, now commander of the I SS Panzer 
Corps, seen here in the turret of a PzKpfw III tank of Das 
Reich’s Panzer Regiment when visiting his old division 
during an inspection in March 1943. 


German panzer and artillery units also wreaked havoc 
upon the Red Army attack. 

Despite these high casualty rates, the Soviets used 
their seemingly limitless supply of manpower to push 
the SS divisions back closer to Kharkov. Vastly out- 
numbered and severely depleted, the Germans relied 
upon their discipline, training, dedication and 
courage to keep the Red Army from collapsing their 


lines and.sending them into a panicked rout. 
Although he had been ordered by Hitler to hold the 
city at all costs, Hausser found this task increasingly 
difficult when the Soviets seized Belgorod and were 
now moving north-west of the SS corps: the Germans 
were threatened with another possible encirclement. 
To the north-east, the Russians were punching 
holes in the perimeter around Kharkov, By the 
evening of the 14th February, they had pushed into 
the suburbs and were penetrating rear echelon areas 
of the SS Panzer Corps. To buy more time, a group of 
battle tanks from the Das Reich Division launched a 
punishing counter-attack in the north-western part of 
the city. Although this action brought a temporary 
halt to the Soviet offensive on Kharkov, it seemed as if 
Hausser's troops were slipping into another pincer. 


SUGGESTED WITHDRAWAL 
Determined to see his division survive this ordeal, 
Hausser advised his superior officers in Army Group 
South to allow him to pull his corps out of Kharkov. To 
dramatize the futility of remaining in the city, he pre- 
dicted that the Soviets would take it within two or three 
days, even if he sacrificed every man in his command. 
In response to this plea, the Wehrmacht strategists mere- 
ly reiterated to Hausser that the order to hold Kharkov 
had come from Hitler himself. Thus, in order to save 
his command from annihilation, Hausser had to defy 
his Führer and, on 15 February, order an evacuation. 
With Soviet troops closing in on Kharkov, the with- 
drawal from the city became a harrowing experience 
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Although Das Reich panzer units had repulsed an 
enemy attack northwest of the city, Russian 
armoured groups managed to seize part of Rogan 
and thus tighten the gauntlet that seemed to be 
ensnaring the SS divisions. With the SS corps now 
confined to a narrow 1.6km- (1-mile-) wide corridor 
running from the centre of Kharkov to the German 
lines, the Russians were able to pour a rain of artillery 
shells into the city while the Germans evacuated. 

As the Red Army tightened its grip, Hausser 
received two more orders to remain in Kharkov, even 
as his corps was preparing to retreat. Not surprising- 
ly, he paid little attention to these messages. While 
the SS corps pulled out, Hitler personally visited the 
headquarters of Army Group South at Zaporozhye. 
all costs 


Incensed that his order to hold Kharkov a 


Above: The map on the right shows the German response 
to the Soviet offensive which resulted in the recapture of 
Kharkov, while the enlarged box show the I SS Panzer 
Corps’ role in the German Kursk offensive of July 1943, 


had been disobeyed, he ordered the group comman- 
der, Field Marshal Erich von Manstein, to place 
Hausser’s troops at the front of a counterattack 
which would be aimed at retaking the city. 

Late in the afternoon, the Soviets pushed through 
the south-eastern suburbs, By this time, Hausser was 
leading his divisions South of the city until they 
regrouped at af arca on the opposite bank of the 
River Udy. The Russians were now able to capture 
Kharkov, but their success placed them in a salient 
that rendered them vulnerable to a punishing 


m 
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offensive. This might produce a result similar to the 
5 Panzer Corps. 


one. they had achieved against I $ 
Presented. with 
Manstein wasted no time planning a counterattack. In 


such a promising opportunity, 
his battle plan, the SS corps was to serve as the upper 
arm in a pincer movement around the city, while the 
rest of the 4th Panzer Army constituted the lower arm. 


REORGANIZATION 

During the preparation for this counterattack, some 
elements of I SS Panzer Corps underwent reorganiza- 
tion to adjust for the severe losses suffered during the 
defence of Kharkov. Within the Das Reich Division, the 
surviving members of the Panzer Regiment were 
assembled into a single battalion. With more than 
half of its vehicles destroyed or disabled, the tank unit 
was incapable of functioning as a full-size regiment. 
Other depleted regiments within the corps experi- 
enced similar amalgamation. While the SS corps 
underwent these changes, Hausser congratulated his 
men for their willingness to work together under 
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Above: Soldiers from the SS-Panzergrenadier Division 
Das Reich enter Kharkhov in March 1943. They are riding 
on a PzKpfw III Ausf M tank which has the more common 
divisional symbol on its right rear. 


extremely adverse conditions. He was particularly 
pleased with the ability of diverse units that had never 
worked together to cooperate and coordinate their 
offensive and defensive actions. 

In late February, the Red Army was still pressing 
the German lines, but with much less speed or force 
South of Kharkov, the Voronezh Front was heading 
due west. Meanwhile, the South-West and South 
Fronts moved south-west to establish bridgeheads on 
the Dnieper and seize the city of Dniepropetrovsk. 
Before he could re-take Kharkov, Manstein had to 
destroy these enemy forces that were a 
Dniepropetrovsk. At the time, his Army Group South 
occupied an area between Rostov and Krasnograd. 

From 19 February to 4 March, the Germans thus 
waged an aggressive counter-attack in an area 


ancing on 
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between the Donets and Dnieper rivers. At the start of 
the operation, fog, snowfall and dampness bedevilled 
soldiers on both sides. Charged with the task of seiz- 
ing Peretschepino and destroying all enemy forces 
west and south-west of Krasnograd, the Das Reich 
Division marched into battle with companies that had 
an average size of only 60 men. To get to their objec- 
tive, the SS soldiers had to negotiate their way 
through a minefield, 

Because the batteries in their n 
dead; the men of the Deutschland Regiment were 
forced to locate the concealed explosives by sticking 
their bayonets into the snow. After they cleared a path 
for the division, 3rd Battalion, Der Führer Regiment 
rushed through and spearheaded the drive to 
Peretschepino. Supported by SP and tank units, the 
battalion ripped into the enemy flank and blocked a 
main road that the Red Army was using to reach the 
Dnieper, After repulsing several assaults on this posi- 
tion, the SS troops settled into the area for the night. 
During the course of the day, they had advanced 
roughly 90km (56 miles). When they received a letter 
of encouragement from Hitler, they were even more 
motivated to continue their mission. 

The following day, the division received an order 
to proceed another 60km (37 miles) and seize a 
different objective, the town of Pavlograd. By this 
time, weather conditions had improved. During their 
advance to this new objective, the SS units noticed a 
Soviet force - comprising a regiment with five tanks — 
approaching the Dnieper. While the Deutschland 
Regiment prepared an ambush, a squadron of Stukas 
descended from the sky and knocked out four tanks. 
The SS regiment then destroyed the fifth, as well as 
two artillery pieces. After sweeping aside the surviving 
remnants of the Russian regiment, the division seized 
the town on 24 February. 

At nearby sectors, other German divisions experi- 
enced similar success. As a result, Manstein’s forces 
were able to blunt the Red Army's thrust to the 
Dnieper and push the Soviets out of areas south of 
Kharkov. With this task accomplished, the Das Reich 
Division headed north-east to capture the city. 
Determined to hold Kharkov at all costs, Stavka sent 


ine detectors were 


fresh, reinforcements against the Germans. In addi- 
tion, the Soviet High Command dispatched the Ist 
Guards Army and six tank formations into the region 
to launch another attack on Dniepropetrovsk. 
Before the Russian Army could attempt this feat, it 
had to defend the important railway centre of 
Losovaya, which was being attacked by the Das Reich 
and Totenkopf divisions. After a three-day battle, the $S 
divisions routed the Red Army and captured ihe town. 
By the end of the month, the SS corps and other for- 
mations within the 4th Panzer Army had created a 
salient that was 100km (62 miles) wide and extended 
120km (75 miles)-east into Soviet-held territory. 


New Opportunity 

The next objective for the Das Reich Division was the 
seizure of the heights surrounding Yefremovka. In 
the late night of 1 March, the division began this 
operation amid a heavy downpour that turned roads 
into muddy creeks. During this sluggish move 
towards the objective, the Ru: n 3rd Tank Army 
moved into an area near Bereka so that it wascnow 
positioned between the Das Reich and ‘Leibstandarte 
divisions. When notified of this, Hausser immediately 
recognized an opportunity) t entrap the enemy 
force, and ordered the two SS divisions to swing 
around and cut off any retreat to the east, 

In an ensuing battle that lasted for three days, the 
SS divisions had difficulty receiving adequate 
amounts of equipment, Foul weather and poor road 
conditions were preventing supply trucks from reach- 
ing combat units. Heinz Macher, a company 
commander in the Das Reich Pioneer Battalion, noted. 
the problem created by the ensuing ammunition 
shortages during the fighting at Yefremovka. ‘In a 
bomb crater only five metres from us two Russian 
soldiers were defending themselves. bravely he 
recalled, ‘fighting for their lives" Because Macher 
and his battalion commander had no hand-grenades 
left, ‘we each picked-up pieces of ice and rock and 
threw them at tlie enemy. They naturally thought we 
were throwing hand-grenades and ducked. We leapt 
up, rushed forward and in a short charge had soon 
overpowered and disarmed them’. 
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Despite the problems created by chronic shortages 
of ammunition and supplies, the Germans relentlessly 
hammered the 3rd Tank Army. During the course of 
the battle, they obliterated three infantry divisions, 
three tank brigades, and a cavalry corps. Since the start 
of Manstein's counteroffensive, the actions carried out 
by the divisions of Army Group South had led to the 
death or capture of roughly 100,000 Soviet soldiers. 


KHARKOV REGAINED 

At Hitler's insistence, Manstein assigned to the SS 
Panzer Corps a major role in the recapture of the city. 
This task became somewhat easier when Red Army 
forces west and north-west of Kharkov withdrew to 
the east. In early March, the SS divisions moved 
towards their objective. During the advance, the Der 
Führer Regiment guarded the eastern flank of the 
corps. As he approached Kharkov, Hausser assembled 


a battle group consisting of 3rd Battalion, Deutschland 
Regiment and a panzer battalion from the Totenkopf 
Division, With little effort, this battle group seized a 
suburban area west of the city and prepared for the 


German attack that was to begin on the morning of 
the Hi March, 

The attack on Kharkov began as scheduled, and a 
savage battle for possession of the city quickly ensued. 
By mid-afternoon, SS troops had taken the Salyutine 
railway station and were beating back the Soviet 
attempts to re-take the facility. Fighting within the 
southern section of the city, the Der Führer Regiment 
pushed through well-defended enemy positions and 
blocked the Udy-Merefa Road. In the northern part 
of Kharkov, the Deutschland Regiment encountered 
more stubborn resistance until its 3rd Battalion 
outflanked the Russians and forced them to retreat. 

Later in the day, the commander of the 4th Panzer 
Army ordered the Das Reich Division to spearhead an 
assault into the centre of Kharkov and entrap an 

^ enemy garrison occupying the industrial district, 
which was located in the south-eastern part of the cit 
To accomplish this task, the Deutschland Regiment's 
16th (Pioneer) Company had to capture an anti-tank 
ditch and establish a bridgehead that would enable 
the division’s heavy vehicles to reach the objective. 
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Led by SS-Untersturmfiihrer Heinz Macher, the pioneer 
company was to deal with the enemy troops which 
were now occupying houses located behind the ditch. 
The Russians had the advantage of a good view from 
which they were able to shoot at the Germans. 

In the early morning of 13 March, Macher led his 
troops to the ditch under a covering barrage from an 
artillery battery, Despite this aid, the pioneers drew 
fire from several directions as they créssed the 
obstacle, Undeterred, the SS unit fought its way past 
mortar- and machine-gun fire and seized a group of 
houses adjacent to the anti-tank trench. With their 
bridgehead secure, the rest of the regiment moved 
across ant pressed on to the city centre. To enable 
the SPS to move forward, the pioneers broke down 
the walls of the ditch, Eventually, the Der Führer/ 
Totenkopf panzer battle group arrived to join the di 
deep into the city. 


By this time, enemy resistance had begun to waver. 
Although the Russians within Kharkov still had superi- 
or numbers and firepower, they were becoming disor: 
ganized, demoralized and worn down from the contin- 
uous fighting. As the SS divisions drove farther into the 
city, their troops fought and decimated the Ist and 2nd 
Tank Guard Corps, as well as four infantry divisions, On 
15 March, the Germans destroyed the last remnants of 
the Red Army garrison at a tractor factory located 6km 
(3.7 miles) east of the city. With this feat accomplished, 
Kharkov once again fell into Manstein’s hands. 

Without spending much time savouring 
achievement, the Field Marshal resolved to press his 
advantage. Sensing the potential to do yet more 
damage to the Soviet war machine, he planned 
further attacks that were aimed at re-taking more of 
the territory that the Germans had lost to the Red 
Army winter offensive of 1942-13. Ultimately, he and 
other senior strategists in Army Group South hoped 
to destroy Soviet forces occupying a large salient 
around Kursk, and then récapture the city. 


Right: A patrol from I SS Panzer Corps inside the recap- 
tured city of Kharkov in March 1943. Manstein's 
counterattack was timed to catch the Soviet forces when 
they were over-extended and short of supplies. 
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On 19 March, the Germans seized the town of 
Belgorod, thus securing uncontested control over all 
land situated between ( 


Dnieper and Donets 
Rivers, By this time, the spring thaw had swept across 
the Ukrainian landscape, melting thé snow and 
covering the ground with; large amounts of mud. 
Motorized 


weather and as a result, the attack on Kursk had to wait. 


transportation was hindered by the 


FURTHER CHANGES 

During this break in the fighting, the Das Reich 
Division underwent more reorganization and 
re-supply to adjust for the losses suffered during the 
ight for Kh, 
batteries traded in their static field pieces for SP 


w. Most notably, many artillery 


guns. In addition, Hausser's organization acquired a 


Above: Men from Das Reich take up positions in front of 
an unidentified village during the opening stages of 
Operation ‘Citadel’, the attack on the salient around 
Kursk in July 1943. 


new name and would now be known as II Panzer 


Corps. The Das Reich Division also experienced 
changes in leadership. Its commander, Herbert 
Ernst Vahl, had been s 
and was temporarily replaced by S$-Oberführer Kurt 


ely wounded in action 


Brasack. Finally, the commander of the Der Führer 
Regiment, Otto Kumm, received the Oak Leaves 
Medal and a-promotion that transferred him out of 
the division. Eventually, he went to Yugoslavia and 
became the commander of 7th SS Freiwilligen-Gebings 
Division Pri 


Eugen. 
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Meanwhile, most of the soldiers of Das Reich and 
other divisions stationed in the area did their best to co- 


exist peacefully with the local population. To facilitate 
cordial relations, some German units provided the 


rby areas 


Inourished residents of Kharkov and r 


with bread and soup. Soldiers from Das Reich who were 


quartered in Soviet houses generally treated their hosts 


with respect. The Germans also employed cobblers 


and skilled artisins who were able to make decent 


money mending boots and other useful equipment. 


INDOCTRINATION IGNORED 
In many instances, the SS soldiers ignored their Nazi 
zed with the 


racial indoctrination and openly frate 
Before the attack on Kursk, the 
Germans and their Uk 


Slavic 'subhumans* 


nian hosts even staged 


dances and feasts to pass the time. Despite its origin 


as an armed branch of the NSDAP, the Waffen-SS was 
1 affinity 


becoming less political and developing 
with the Wehrmacht, Like their Army counterparts, 


many SS soldiers were more interested in waging a 
successful war against a Bolshevik regime than in 


sive racial order upon Eastern 


imposing an oppre 
Europe. The Aryan 'supermen' of the Waffen-SS were 


all too willing to accept anticommunist Russians 

Ukrainians and other Slavic groups into its ranks. 
Ironically, the most noticeable tension to emerge 

during this brief pause in the fighting took place 


between the frontline soldiers and the Nazi officials 


Below: A company of Das Reich PzKpfw V Panther tanks 
are given the order to attack. The offensive had been 
delayed to allow more P. 
but the early models proved to be unreliable. 


thers to reach the front lines, 


" 
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returning to restore order to the area, When these 
bureaucrats found SS and Army troops occupying 
facilities that had belonged to the bureaucrats before 
the Soviet winter offensive, fighting often broke out. 
Not surprisingly, the combat veterans usually 
prevailed in these brawls. 


Kursk THE OBJECTIVE 

By the summer of 1943, both sides knéw that Kursk 
would be the next target for the German armed 
forces in the Eastern Front. Because Hitler and OKH 
anticipated that an invasion somewhere in Western 
Europe would be launched by British and American 
forces, they sought to score a decisive victory in the 
Soviet Union. If the Germans succeeded in collapsing 
the Russian salient around Kursk, they could shorten 
their front line by about 500km (311 miles). With less 
territory to cover, OKH could send more divisions to 
France, Italy and other possible sites of an Allied 
landing. Moreover, such an achievement might inflict 


Above: A StuG III assault gun from Das Reich waits for the 
order to attack again with its accompanying section of 
panzergrenadiers. Its Schurzen or ‘side skirts’ of armour 
have either been removed or ripped off in battle. 


severe damage and even destroy the Red Army, thus 
enabling the Axis powers to deal with this threat to 
the west more effectively. 

Like earlier offensives in the region, Operation 
‘Citadel’ was to be a pincer action against Soviet 
forces at Kursk, North of the city, Field Marshal 
Walther Model was to lead his 9th Army into the 
upper wall of the salient with three panzer corps. On 
the other side of the salient, General Hermann Hoth 
and the three panzer ¢orps within his 4th Panzer 


vere to strike from the south. Hause 


sions were, attached to this latter organization. 
Essentially, the objective of the operation was similar 
to that which had been accomplished at Kiev. The two 
armies were to drive inwards until they linked up, 
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thus pinching off the salient and turning it into an 
isolated pocket filled with tapped Soviet forces. 
agents confirmed that the next 


When Commu 
German offensive would take place at Kursk, the 
Red Army prepared an elaborate ‘network of 
defences around the salient. Its ‘troops excavated 
ers of trenches and laid minefields at 
Soviet 


several | 
important 
positioned anti-tank units throughout the salient to 


location: commanders also 


blunt the panzer formations. Stavka hoped that if 
the Germans suffered a decisive defeat in Operation 
‘Citadel’, then the Red Army might be able to 
launch a punishing counter-offensive and break the 
back of the Nazi war machine. 


Soviet Attack 

To deprive the Germans of much-needed manpower 
for the offensive, the Red Army launched an attack 
against the 2nd Panzer Army, which was situated 
north of the 9th Army. By performing this manoeu- 
vre, Stavka intended to expose the left flank of the 
Oth Army, thus forcing Model to divert some of his 
forces from the Kursk attack, Although this action 
seemed: tobe a sensible tactic, it was based upon an 
erroncous assumption. The Soviets thought that the 
main part of the German offensive would be at the 
northern wall of the salient, when the larger concen- 
tration of forces was actually in the south. 

On 28 June, Hoth and his staff received an intelli- 
gence report indicating that the Red Army had four 
infantry divisions arrayed across the first line of 
trenches in the sector facing his army, as Well as two 
more divisions on the second ‘line. The senior 
commanders of the 4th Panzer Army also suspected 
that the Soviets had at least two armoured corps in 
the area. Aware that a penetration of these lines of 
defence would bring a swift counter-attack upon both 
of their flanks, Hoth and his strategists issued instruc- 
tions to their divisions. 

First, the three corps under Hoth’s command were 
to break through the first two lines of defence at an 
area near Belgorod. On the left, XLVIII Panzer Corps 
was to head towards the town of Syrtzevo, while an 
armoured formation known as Operational Group 


Kempf )drove across an area east of Belgorod. 
Between these two organizations, II SS Panzer Corps 
was to play the most important role in the southern 
pincer of the offensive. Hausser's divisions were to 
head toward the towns of Pokrovka and Yakovlevo, 
then turn north-east and capture strategic high 
ground near Prokhorovka. The 4th Panzer Army 
identified the seizure of this piece of land as a crucial 
step to ensure the closure of the Kursk pocket. 

he Kempf group was supposed 
to protect the eastern flank of the SS divisions. If the 
to enemy territory went as planned, the SS 
ind the Kempf group would effectively create a 
pincer formation that could destroy the Soviet troops 
within its grasp. After accomplishing this feat, the two 
formations were to unite at Prokhorovka and charge 
into Kursk. 

At their starting positions, the SS div 
covered a sector that was 20km (12 miles) wide. The 
Totenkopf occupied the left flank of the advance, 
while the Leibstandarte was in the centre and Das 
Reich held the right. Several hours before the attack 
was to begin on the morning of 5 July, 3rd Battalion 
and a group of pioneers armed with flame-throwers 
from the Deutschland Regiment infiltrated enemy 
lines. After striking Russian outposts from behind, 
the battle group swung around and attacked the 
main line positions in front of them. These actions 
softened up the Red Army defences in front of the SS 
‘corps and helped its divisions over-run the first line 
of trenches. 

When the main attack began, Deutschland's 2nd 
and 3rd Battalions constituted the spearhead of the 
SS advance. Because of an intense downpour that 
had turned the countryside into a gigantic quagmire 
of mud and swampland, tank and SP units were 
unable to provide adequate support for the infantry- 
men, who soon became involved in brutal, hand-to- 
hand combat. Hans Huber, a member of a flame- 
throwing unit attached to 3rd Battalion, described 
his role in the assault: ‘I fired a burst of flame as we 
approached every zig-zag in the trench and at every 
strong point. It was a strange feeling to serve this 
destructive weapon and it was terrifying to see the 


During this action, 


advance 
cor] 


ions 


SS-DAS REICH 


flames eat their way forward and envelop the 
Russian defenders.” 

While utilizing his flame-thrower, Huber recalled, 
‘soon I was coloured black from head to foot from the 
fuel oil and my face was burnt from the flames which 
bounced back off the trench, walls or which were 
blown back at us by the strong wind. I could hardly 
see’, However, he coriceded that the weapon was an 
effectiv 
German dttack, noting that ‘the enemy could not 
fight ‘aga 
progress, taking ma 


instrument in ensuring the success of the 


inst flame-throwers and so we made good 


ny prisoners’. 


EXHAUSTION 


Eventually, Stuka dive-bombers appeared on the 


scene and hammered enemy positions relentlessly, 
enabling 3rd talion to capture Beresov. The 
battalion was also supposed to seize a ridge known as 
Point 233, which was situated north of the town. 
However, the SS men were too exhausted and deplet- 
ed from high casualty rates. To complete the mission, 
Ist Battalion leapfrogged past them and pushed the 
Russians off the ridge. By mid-afternoon, the Das 
Reich Division had met all of its objectives for the day 
but still pressed forward in an effort to overrun the 
second line of trenches in the Kursk salient. 

Although the division made considerable progress, 
its troops could not dislodge the Soviet forces occu- 
pying the defences because poor road conditions and 
minefields had prevented SS tank and SP units from 
reaching the area and providing necessary coverage 
for the grenadiers. Thus, the division waited-until the 
next morning before continuing: with its advance. 
During the course of the night, SS units carried out 
small-scale attacks against enemy outposts. 

On the second day of Operation Citadel, the Der 
Fithrer Regiment replaced Deutschland as the spear- 
head of the SS offensive. In an attack upon another 
piece of high ground that had been designated Point 
243, the regiment had difficulty ascending the muddy 
slopes of the objective. Enemy artillery and machine- 


gun fire ripped into its battalions. Later in the morn- 
ing, the division pounded the Russians with artillery 
shells, enabling the Der Führer Regiment to seize the 


heights; This piece of territory provided the SS corps 
with access to a road that ran to Lutschki. 
By this time, Stavka was aware that the main thrust 


of the German offensive was in the south, rather than 


id so shifted its defences to deal more 


the north, 
effectively with I] SS Panzer Corps and other nearby 
German formations. As a result, the 5th Guards Tank 
Army and other reserve units in the Red Army head- 
ed towards Prokhorovka to blunt the Nazi advance. 
Stavka also planned to launch punishing counter- 
attacks at the German divisions in order to bleed 
them white. 

Meanwhile, the Das Reich Division initiated 
another assault in order to capture an elevated area 
containing several villages situated north of 
Prokhorovka, as well as a railway line at 
Belenichino. Spearheaded by 3rd Battalion, Der 
Führer Regiment, the assault began badly. Soviet 
warplanes and artillery batteries tore into the SS 
troops. In a battle report, a battalion commander 
described the heroic leadership exhibited by a 
junior officer named Krüger serving in. his com- 
mand. During the attack, the battalion commander 
recalled, ‘a rifle bullet struck his pocket and ignited 
an incendiary grenade’ he was carrying. 
Untersturmführer Krüger tore off his trousers and 
continued to fight completely naked. He fought at 
the head of the Company until the objective was 
gained.’ A week later, Krüger died in combat. 


REGAINED MOMENTUM 

When the rest of the regiment joined the fight, the 
attack gained more momentum and the Germans 
managed to open a substantial gap in the enemy 
lines. On 8 July, the Red Army threw more armoured 
units at the advancing SS divisions. By this time, the 
focus of the battle for Kursk had cleatly shifted to the 
southern sector. When it seemed as if the SS corps 
and the Kempf group were going to surround the 
Soviet garrison ai Prokhorovka, the Red Army 
responded with a savage counterattack. At 
Teterevino, 3rd Battalion, Der Führer Regiment held 
its ground against an armoured assault until every 
unit the Das Reich Division reached the area 
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10 participate in the fight for this and other villages 
and the ridges upon which they sat. 

With the help of Stukas fitted with anti-tank 
cannons, attacks upon the SS divisions were kept off 
for a brief period. But before Hausser's troops could 
resume offensive actions, the Red Army hurled more 
infantry and armoured units at them, Most notably, a 
formation of 60 Russian battle tanks threatened SS 
supply lines by trying to block the main road running 
from Belgorod to Oboyan. However, this threat soon 
abated when several Luftwaffe 
knocked out about 50 tanks, and killed several foot 
soldiers. At the same time, Das Reich ss 
divisions repelled a series of arm alts at 


warplanes arrived, 


nd the oth 


red ass 


Teterevino, destroying almost 300 enemy armoured 


vehicles during the course of the day. 


On 9 July. the three SS divisions concentrated their 
forces in order to renew their offensive against the 
Red Army. To prevent this action, several corps from 
the Russian Ist Tank Army attacked the G 
from three directions. In the ensuing battle, the SS 


ermans 


divisions took many heavy blows, but they held their 
ground against extreme Russian pressure, Although 


Hausser's for 


were in danger of being encirel 
they received orders from 4th Panzer Army head- 
quarters to push forward and attack Soviet troops 


north-east of Beregovoy. 


Below: A 75mm (2.95in) infantry gun from Das Reich in 
action against Soviet artillery positions. Their exposed 
position suggests that they are not expecting to come 
under fire from the enemy themselves. 
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During this operation, Das Reich guarded the 
eastern flank of the other two SS divisions, En route 
to its objective, II SS Panzer Corps became involved in 
a massive tank battle in the hills around Prokhorovka 


on 12 July. This engagement would be the climax of 
Operation ‘Citadel’. While the Leihstandarte and the 
Totenkopf divisions went on thé offensive, Das Reich 
remained on the defensive; repelling several infantry 


and armoured attacks‘ On the second day of the 


Below; (left to right) SS-Standartenfuhrer Heinz Harmel, 
SS Sturmbannführer Helmut Schreiber and an unknown SS- 
Untersturmführer celebrate their latest decorations with 


champagne on the Mius front in August 1943. 


battle, Hausser put the Das Reich Division into action 
and it fought a duel with II Guards Tank Corps. After 
several hours of combat, the battle reached an 
conclusion. By 


indecisive nightfall, the two 


belligerents retired in a state of exhaustion. 
Although both sides had lost several hundred 


tanks and thousai 


is of troops, the Red Army was able 
either to repair or replace its losses, while the SS 


divisions were becoming worn down. Meanwhile, the 


ebelwerfer rocket launcher prepares to fire a 
After the fail- 


Right: A) 
salvo against the Soviets in September 19 


ure of Operation ‘Citadel’, the men of Das Reich were once 
again relegated to plugging gaps in the German lines. 
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entire offen: 


ve against Kursk seemed to be falling 
art. On the northern wall of the salient, the 9th 
Field 
Marshal Model had to deal with a Russian counter- 


Army was unable to make much progr 


offensive that had been launched above the Kursk 
area. Morcos 
Hitle 
diverting much-needed ‘troops from the East 
Front down to aly, 

Despite this bleak situation, the SS divisions conti 
ued to fight like wildeats, On 14 July, Das Reich 
launched another attack on Belenichino. In a battle 
that raged from house to house, the Ist and 3rd 
Battalions of the Der Führer Regiment destroyed 12 
tanks while Stuka squadrons bombed and strafed 
enemy forces in and near the village. By the end of the 
day, Belenichino was in German hands. While the Der 
Führer Regiment consolidated its control over the arca, 
Das Reichs Panzer Regiment repelled an “armoured 
king the village. 


the Allied landings‘on Sicily forced 


and OKW to contemplate the possibility of 


assault that was aimed at r 


for the Third Reich, the victory at 
Belenichino turned out to be the last hurrah of 
Opetation ‘Citadel’, Although the 4th Panzer Army 
had taken a considerable amount of territory, it was 
still 130km (81 miles) south of the 9th Army. Thus, 
the Red Army still controlled a large piece of terri- 
tory that connected the city of Kursk to the rest of 
the Soviet battle lines, After several days of fighting, 
the two German armies had barely dented the 
salient and were in no condition to launch-more 
inst it, Not surprisingly, both sides had 
sustained heavy losses. The Germans had suffered 
about 100,000 casualties, while the Soviets lost 
250,000 men killed and 600,000 wounded. The Red 
Army had also sacrificed roughly 50 per cent of its 


assaults ag; 


armoured vehicles, 

Although Hitler had not officially ended 
Operation ‘Citadel’, the campaign would soon come 
to an end for II SS Panzer Corps. Removed from the 
, the Das Reich Division was to participate in a 
of battles against a counteroffensive that the 
Red Army had launched along the River Mius. By this 
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time, the Zeibstandarte Division had departed for Italy. 
When it left the Eastern Front, it turned over its 
armoured fighting vehicles to Das Reich. Its departure 
also led to the dissolution of II SS Panzer Corps. In 
place of this formation, Army Group South assem- 
bled a new corps that consisted of Das Reich, the 
Totenkopf, and the 3rd Army Panzer Division. 

At the e 
ched the Mius and engaged enemy forces that 
rea, As usual, the Das Reich 
„At 


1 of the month, this new organization 


re: 


were moving into the 


troops distinguished themselves with their brave 
the town of Stepanovka, Heinz Macher noted tha 
small piece of shrapnel from a 17.2 shell hit me 
left forearm and our platoon stretcher-bearer put on 
a field. dressing. For a scratch like that one did not 
abandon one’s mates’. A few minutes later, another 
shell fragment ‘severed the nerve in my upper left 
arm. End of the Act’. 


Soviet Attack BLUNTED 

At another location along the Mius, Heid Rühl and a, 
comrade relaxed briefly after repelling a Soviet 
armoured unit: *Oberscharfiihrer Töpfer, an infanuy 
platoon commander, stopped with me and we both lit 
ems,” Rühl alled, ‘but 
no shot had been fired. The doctor found that the 


"ttes. He died in my 


cause of death was a h: 


nd-grenade splinter which had 


struck and penetrated his temple, He had been 
wounded on the previous day but had refused to go 
back. He was determined to stay with the attack until 
it was 
units blunted the Red 
Russians back across the river. 

In mid-August, the Das Reich Division returned to 
Kharkov when Stavka launched another attack on the 
city. While the Soviet 53rd rushed the city from the 
north, the 57th Army assailed its objective from the 
south. At first, the Red Army offénsive stalled in the 
face of well-prepared defefices established by Army 
Group South. In. the first two days of battle, the 
Russians lost 184battle tanks. However, on 22 August 
nstein Had to evacuate his forces - once again in 
defiance of Hitle 
as if they were about to encircle Kharkov yet again. 


ished.’ After three days of combat, the SS 
Army drive, pushing the 


order — when the Soviets seemed 
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Abov 
pares to move off in Russia in October 1943. On the left 


An armoured column belonging to Das Reich pre- 


is a PzKpfw VI Tiger tank, armed with an 88mm (3.45in) 
gun capable of knocking out any Soviet tank. 
ns, thej City. had 


Now recaptured by the Russi 


changed hands for the last time in the war 


Tank VICTORIES 

By this time, the Das Reich Division had already been 
pulled out of the area in order to intercept enemy 
forces that were driving towards the River Dnieper. 
On the same day of the Kharkoy evacuation, a 


company of Panther tanks destroyed 53 ene 


ny 
vehicles during a three-hour battle with a large Soviet 
armoured formation, This engagement inaugurated 


a series of similar victories for the SS divisi that 


lasted until the end of the month, when its comma: 


ders received an order to withdraw to the western 
bank of the Dnieper 


During the month of September, 


the Das Reich 


Division pulled back to the river, fighting Soviet 


troops along the way on many occasions, On 12 
nber, the Reconnaissance Battalion and an 
tanks 


Septe 
armoured unit consisting of 14 Panther 
ambushed a Red Army armoured formation that had 
overrun the division's positions. In the ensuing battle. 
the SS Panzer and Reconnaissance troops destroyed a 
total of 78 T-34 battle tanks. A week late 


reached the Dnieper at an ar 


the division 


near Kremechug, 


only to find that the Russians had already successfully 


crossed the river. 

At the end.of September, in an effort to prevent 
large: numbers of enemy forces from consolidating 
control of areas west of the Dnieper, the Das Reich 
di 


sion attacked the village of Grebeni, where the 
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Above: (left to right) Schlink, Gruppenführer Krüger 
(divisional commander), Obersturmbannführer Sarg, and 
Obersturmbannführer Sylvester Stadler, commander of the 
Der Führer Regiment, photographed in December 1943. 


Red Army had established several small bridgeheads. 
With a great deal of help from two flame-throwing 


armoured vehicles, the Der Führer Regiment seized 


the town. By this time, the regiment had only 500 
surviving soldiers in its ranks. Fighting for these 


bridgeheads continued until early October. 


SOVIET PRESSURE 
Despite these successes, the overwhelming power of 
the Soviet armed forces continued to push the 


rmans westward. In e 
South had to abandon Kies 


rly November, Army Group 


South-west of the city, the 
Das Reich Division and other n formations did 
at they could to keep the Red Army from marching 


aine. In this region, the 


Jerma 


across the western U 
division fought several inconclusive battles that 
depleted its regiments and battalions even further. By 
December, Das Reich was no longer able to function as 
a fullsize division and had to be reformed into a 
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smaller organization that would be known as the 
Panzer Battle Group Das Reich. 

The new panzer battle group contained 5000 
troops and included an infantry régiment comprised 
of Ist Battalion, Deutschland Regiment and 2nd 
Battalion, Der Führer Regiment. It also contained an 
armoured battalion that included two tank compa 
nies, as well as the Reconnaissance Battalion, two SP 
companies, a pioneer company, and various heavy 
weapons units, While this group remained in the 
Eastern Front as a component of XLII Corps, the 
other surviving elements of the Das Reich Division 
returned to Germany after roughly 10 months of 
almost continuous service in the battlefield. 

On Christmas Eve, the Red Army launched anoth: 
er offensive and quickly created two salients in the 
German lines, forcing Army Group; South to pull 
back its forces to new positions east of Zhitomir. Near 
Studenizza, a Das Reich SP ünit kept several T-34 tanks 
at bay while the rest of the division retreated. After 
beating back the Soviet forces in this area, an SP crew 
man named Hans Woltersdorf peered into the first 
vehicle that his group had knocked out, noting that 
“the interior was sickening. A headless torso, bleeding 
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flesh and guts splattered the walls‘. Outside the T-34 
The back 
of his head had been smashed, exposing his bloodied 
Woltersdorf 


the Soviet tank driver died in SS captivity 
brains. There was froth on his lips,’ 
recalled, ‘typical of this type of wound where the 


brain is dead but the lungs are still working.” 


REARGUARD ACTION 

To reach its new line Of del 
Reich 
infantrymen and SP units carried out a holding 
oviets at bay, the pioneers hasti- 
enabled the SS 


vehicles to cross the river. When the last of the 


ce, Battle Group Das 
Tetrev. While the unit's 


1 to cross the Rive 


action that kept the 
ly constructed a temporary bridge that 


Germans reached the other bank, the pioneers 
detonated the bridge, preventing the Russians from 
continuing the attack, at least for a short time. 

For the rest of the winter, the SS battle group saw 
more action as the Red Army continued to-push the 


Germans westward and out of the Ukraine, By 
January1944, the unit had lost more than 1000 of its 


5000 troops. In March, these survivors had to fight 


their way through enemy forces out of a pocket 
before reaching the relative safety of the 4th Panzer 
Army at Buszacz. 

On 8 April, the soldiers of Das Reich at last depart- 
ed the front lines and marched 80km (49 miles) 


;alicia to climb on board a train that would 


across 
take them back to Germany. After 13 hard-months of 
service in the Eastern Front, at the end of April, the 


800 survivors from Panzer Battle Group Das Reich 


hed Toulouse in south-west France and rejoined 


the rest of their division. 


Below: An improvised self-propelled gun mounting an 
anti-tank gun on a half-track chassis commanded by Hans 
Woltersdorf, part of the Das Reich battlegroup on the 


Eastern Front in early 1944. 


w 


E April 1944, the elements of the Das Reich Division 
a north of Toulouse. Under 


reassembled at an ai 


the command of Heinz Bernard Lammerding s 


nce 
the beginning of the year, the battered and depleted 
organization had become a reserve force attached to 


LVIII Corps. Stationed at the city of Montauban, the 


division was to aid in the defence of southern France 


if, or When, the anticipated Allied invasion took place 
there. For several weeks, the surviving veterans of the 
Das Reich Divi: 


9000 recruits who I 


on also passed the time t 


ining the 


d recently joined them. 


though many of these volunteers would not have 


1 fit for service in the earlier years of 


been consider 


the Waffen-SS, the course of the war and the need for 
fresh troops forced the SS Recruiting Office to be less 
selecti 


about potential candidates. At Montauban, 


deal of enthusiasm 


these recruits exhibited a gr 
during their trai 
ciplined and dedicated soldiers. Several of these 
actually 


d themselves di: 


g and soon prov 


young novices were Volksdeutschen from 


H 


Some of them also hailed from the French-speaking 


gary, Romania and many other parts of Ei 


pe. 


Left: Panzergrenadiers inspect the contents of a container 
dropped by the US air force for the French Resistance. 
‘The Resistance proved to be far more active in the south 
than the Das Reich Division had expected. 


ine, which Hitler had annexed 
at of France in 1940, 
anpower, Das Reich 


region of Alsace-Lor 


into the Third Reich after the de 


With this new transfusion of r 


once again became a functioning, full-size division 


with more than 15,000 troops and 200 armoured 


Like most “other SS 
g 
tion was almost twice as large as-a typical Wehrmacht 


fighting vehicles in its ranks. 


panzer divisions at the time, Lammerding's organiza- 


panzer division. In fact, Das Reich possessed 10 per 


cent of the total armoured strength of the German 


armed forces in Western Europe. 


After spending several months on the Eastern Front, 
training recruits in a wooded area in southwest France 


seemed to be a welcome break for the veterans of Das 


Reich. However, the political situation in the country 


nged considerably since the last time the 


n had been there. By 1944, anti-Nazi Resistance 
groups had grown and become more active, threaten- 
ing German soldiers who dared travél beyond garrisons 
or urban centres. Although such “terrorist’ bands could 
ple mili- 


not possibly defeat Das Reich or any other size: 
tary organization stationed in the country, they were 


able to carry out sabotage operations against railroads, 
bridges and other important facilities that the Germans 


needed in order to move and communicate. 
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The members of Das Reich and most other Waffen- 


SS organizations rarely participated in the genocidal 


policies that had been implemented by the Aligemeine- 
he Einsatzgruppen killing squads 


er, these soldiers had no 


SSand carried out by 


and other units. Howi 


qualms about enacting brutal reprisals against any 
groups of civilians suspected of providing aid and 
urs. In fact, 
l of experience 


comfort to guerrillas and, sabot 
Lammerding himself had à great dea 


tions in the 


carrying out ruthless anti-partisan of 
Soviet Union. As the activities of the French 
Resistance intensified within the countryside around 


arsh in 


Toulouse, the Germans became increasingly 


their treatment of local communitie 
While the SS division was trying to mould its raw 
recruits into effective soldiers, Resistance groups 


assassinated Germans, blocked roads and engaged in 
other forms of harassment. During the month of May, 


Above: On the hunt for secret caches of weapons or 
hideouts with Alsatian dogs. The activities of the 
Resistance hampered the Germans’ training programmes 
and led to brutal reprisals. 


these guerrillas killed 20 Das Reich soldiers and 


destroyed about 100 vehicles. In response to such 


activity, detachments from the division swept through 


the region, burning down many houses and killing 


scores of villagers. The SS troops also deported thou- 


sands of civilians to Germany to work às labourers in 


concentration camps. When the Germans found sev- 


eral rifles, bazookas and British-made machine-guns 
stashed within the town of Figeac, they executed 41 
inhabitants and exiled several hundred others. 

On 6.Jüne 1944, the Allied invasion of France 
began when 176,000 British, Commonwealth and 


American soldiers landed upon the coast of 


NORMANDY 


Normandy. That evening, General Charles de Gaulle 
delivered a radio broadcast to the people of France, 
proch 
tion of the country and calling upon his supporters to 
join the fight against the Germans. Although the 
Germans had managed to jam this message on the 


ming the start of a great battle for the libera- 


shortwave frequency, many listeners heard it on the 
medium wave. The landings on Normandy coupled 
with this announcement indicated to 
Resistance groups that the time had arrived for them 
10 engage the enemy in open battle. 


many 


NonMANDY LANDINGS 

At the time of the landings on Normandy, the Das 
Reich Division was located 724km (450 miles) from 
the site of battle. To help the Germa mies in the 


area repel - or at least contain — the invasion, 
Lammerding's forces needed to move quickly. If the 
iched north-east France in time, the SS 


units might provide enough armour and manpower 


division rei 


to bring a German victory. Although the officers and 
men in Das Reich anticipated trouble from Allied 
aircraft during their journey across France, they did 
not expect any serious interference with their 


movement until they reached the River Loire. 
ied for orders 


For an entire day, the SS soldiers 


directing them to head for Norn 
Hitler and his generals procrastinated because they 
suspected that the Allied landing there might be a 
diversion, and they expected another invasion to take 
place in another part of Fi Meanwhile, Das Reich 
and other German military units stationed in south- 
west France received reports of Resistance activity 
taking place throughout the region. Fearful that the 
entire area might explode in open rebellion, OKW 
kept several divisions there rather than sending them 
north to help Field Marshal Rommel deal with the 
Allied armies. 

On 7 June, after being transferred to LXVI 
Reserve Corps, the Das Reich Division received orders 
directing it to proceed north and suppress Resistance 


indy. However, 


nc 


groups that were operating in an area between Tulle 
and Limoges. However, the division had difficulty in 
aching the area because Resistance saboteurs had 


destroyed railway lines running to Limoges, forcing 
the SS troops to drive their slow-moving armoured 
a on their own. Leaving behind a 
600-man battle group to maintain security at 
Montauban, the bulk of the division headed for 
Limoges the following morning. 

Near the town of Gourdon, Ist Battalion, Der 
nd headed toward 
Sarlat, while the rest of the Das Reich Di 


vehicles to the are 


Führer Regiment turned left 


ion contin- 


ued moving due north in the direction of Brive-la- 
Gaillarde. At the hamlet of Groslejac, the battalion 
fought a brief skirmish with 15 members of Armee 
Secrete (AS), a resistance organi supported 
De Gaulle and was affiliated with the British Special 
Operations Executive (SOE). Afier killing five rebels 
and chasing the rest of the gang out of the area, the 
Germans continued on their journey. On later occa- 


tion th: 


ion encountered roadblocks that had 


sions, the b 
been thrown together by AS operatives. Satisfied that 
the area around Groslejac was a hotbed of resistance 
activity, the SS troops fired upon all civilians that they 
saw en route to Li 


noges, presuming that ‘such 
is. 


s were 'terro 
lac, the battalion rejo 
n road 16 


ed the rest of the 


noges. As the 


division appro: 
nother resistance ba 


ched the village of Cressensac, 
nd fired into the lead vehicles 
of the convoy. When the Germans returned fire and 
destroyed several houses with a 75mm (2.95in) Pak 
gun, the guerillas fled. Another skirmish took place 
further north as the division passed through 
No Although the 
AS operatives icted only minimal damage on 
the SS convoy, they had already delayed its advance 
by several hours. 

The following morning, a three-hour battle broke 
the town of Bretenoux. After destroying three 


les, producing a s 


nilar resu 


ou 


German vehicles, the partisans withdrew, losing 18 of 
their men in the exchange Of gunfire. Apart from a 
brief skirmish at Beaulieu, the division did not 
ncounter any iore trouble as it rolled into Brive. 


However, a band of guerrillas later fell upon, and 
killed, the members of 


been left behind to repair a disabled vehicle. 


maintenance crew that had 
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Above: SS-Sturmbannführer Heinrich Wulf, the commander 
of Das Reich's Reconnaissance Battalion, who was respon- 


sible for ordering the mass execution of civilians carried 


out in Tulle in reprisal for the division’s losses. 


By the time Das Reich reached Tulle, it had.lost 


men killed and more than 30 wounded during its trip 


Montauban. French casualties included 


froi ore 
than 100 me 
rebellious bel 
in the area, OKW authorized all divisions attached tc 
LXVI 
against suspected resistance op 

When the division reached Brive, its officers found 


nd women killed, Outraged at the 


aviour that seemed to be breaking out 


Reserve Corps to enact punitive measures 
tives. 


the local German garrison almost in a state of panic 
over rumours of an impending uprising. Comprised 


of reservists that were considerably older than the SS 


troops, the soldiers assigned to guard the city had 


allowed Resistance cells to grow and become active in 


the nearby countryside. Many other garrisons in 


d been just as derelict. Unlike 


neighbouring towns h: 
these green conscripts, the SS soldiers felt nothing 
but contempt for the AS and other ‘terrorist’ bands, 
and chided these reservists for failing to send out reg- 
rea pacified. 


ular patrols that would have kept the 


Communist RESISTANCE 

While the main part of the divi 
due north to Limoges, SSSturmbannfiilver Heinrich 
Wulf led his 5004 
id a beleagun garrison at Tulle. 
bate between the Germans and members of 


on continued moving 


an Reco issance Battalion east 


to 1 this town, a 


pitch 
the Franes-Tireurs et Partisans (FTP), a Communist 
ce organization, was underway. When the SS 


resis 
baitalion reached ‘Tulle, the FTP was in control over 
most of the area. Meanwhile, the German soldiers 
attached to the town garrison had barricaded them- 
selves in an arms factory and a nearby school and 
ive, As the 100 trucks and 


e Battalion rolled 


were waiting for help to 
halftracks of the Rece 
into Tulle, the Communists executed a hasty retreat 


aissar 


After consolidating his control over the town, Wulf 


ordered two companies to conducta house-to-house 


search for hidden weapons. He also directed his men 
ry male citizen to a courtyard in front of 


ck, Presumably, 


to bring ev 


ory for an identity cl 


the arms fa 
those with valid identity papers would be released. 
100 confused villagers of 


On the morning of 9 June 
ion, wonder- 


Various ages stood at this assigned lo 
ing what the SS soldiers planned to do with them. 
Although Wulf had lost only three men killed and 
ine wounded during the re-taking of Tulle, he and 
other SS officers were fed up with Resistance activity 
and thus decided to carry out systematic reprisals for 


what they considered to be terrorist actions. This sen 


timent became much stronger when the 
learned that the Co jas had killed 139. 
and wounded 40 members of the garrison. Officers in 
the SS din on also med that the FTP had mi 
dered and mutilated at least 40 German soldiers who 


munist guer 


had surrendered to the Communists. 
At the courtyard, SS soldiers went through the large 


crowd of Tulle residents and singled out who they 
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considered to be suspicious-looking men as candidates 


for a mass execu 


n. During the course of the after- 
noon, the Germans hanged almost 100 of these unfor 
tunate civilians, despite the lack of proof linking these 
victims to the FTP or the AS. After three hours of per- 
forming this grisly work, the executioners decided ı 

spare the 21 remaining villagers who hac. been marked 
for death, Wulf and other officers at Tulle claimed that 
Lammerding had approved) of this reprisal, although 


the division commander Tater asserted that he had not 


known about the action until after it was over 


Before pulling out of Tulle, the Reconnaissance 
Battalion loaded 311 men into trucks and sent them 
io Limoges. There, the SS troops released 162 pris- 
ners and sent the rest to Dachau and other concen- 
destina- 


tration camps in Germany. En route to th 


tions, many prisoners perished on board unsanitary 


railroad cars. By the end of the war, only 49 of these 


Above: An SS officer captured by the Resistance is 
handed over to the Alli 


ely that many SS prisoners were not 


after the invasion on 6 J 


1944. However it is I 


handed over but si nce. 


ply killed by the Resist 


149 Tulles residents had survived their imprison: 


ment. North of Limoges, 3rd Battalion, Der Führer 


Regiment swept into other towns that had fallen into 
the hands of resistance groups. At Argenton-sur 


Creuse, No. 15 Company chased away 50 FTP 


activists and shot several residents, To the east, SS: 


Sturmbannführer Helmut Kampfe! led the rest of the 


battalion toward Gueret, After executing 


tured guerillas en route to the town, the battalion 


reached the atea, only to find that Wehrmacht u 
ontrol 


had already re-established Germa; 
Leaving two platoons behind to help maintain 
German control of the town, the battalion commander 
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led the rest of his unit back to Limoges. In the early 


evening, after Kampfe had pulled far ahead of his 
troops in his staff car, a small band of FTP partisans 
stopped him on the main road and hauled him away 


in a truck. When the Germans found his empty vel 


cle, they initiated a thorough search throughout the 


Limousin area. Despite this effort, the battalion com- 


mander was never seen alive again and was probably 
Resistance. 


executed by the Not surprisingly, this 


officers and men of Das Reich to 


incident caused the 


become very bitter and led to more reprisals against 


the civilian population of southern France. 


On 10 June, Lammerding finally received a mes- 


sage from OKW ordering the Das Reich Division to aid 


in the defence of Normandy. Weary of engaging in 


police actions against resistance groups, most SS sol 


heir role as 


diers were pleased at the idea of resumir 


1 


Abov 
ie 1944 by Otto Dickmann and subordinates from Das 


Phe ruins of Oradour-sur-Glane, destroyed on 10 


ickmann believed that his friend Helmut Kampfe 
held in the town by the Resistance. 


combat soldiers. However, the division still had ¢ 
culty carrying out this new order because many of its 
battle tanks and SP guns were breaking down en route 
to the destination. The lack of available spare parts f 


these disabled vehicles and insufficient fuel supplies 


exacerbated this problem. Finally, the members of the 


French Resistance and their confederates in the 


British SOE and American Office of Strategic S 


ices 

(OSS) remained determined in their effort to hinder 

the progress of the division in its move northwards. 
While the SS division struggled with its transporta- 


tion problems, partisan activity continued to flare up 
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in towns throughout southern France. West of Brive, 
elements of Das Reich pushed a band of 100 FTP 
guerillas out of Terrasson. Although they promptly 
hanged a Communist that had fallen into their 
hands and torched a house that was flying a red 
Communist flag, the Germans left:the town without 
killing any of its residents. 


Orro Dickmann 
Meanwhile, Ist Battalion, Der Führer Regiment swept 
into Saint Junien, a town located north-west of 
Limoges. The commander of this unit, SS- 
Sturmbannführer Ouo Dickmann, had been a close 
friend of Helmut Kampfe and was thus in a very 
mood. Two days before the battalion moved. 
nto the town, Re partisans had killed two 
German soldiers during an ambush at the tr 
tion, While Dickmann was helping a group of Gestapo 
and Vichy officials restore order in Saint J 
residents informed him that the FTP was holding a 
German military officer in a town called Oradoursur- 
Glane and intended to execute the captis 
Not surprisingly, Dickmann assumed that this 
officer was his friend Kampfe and immediately 
requested permission from his regimental comman- 
der to take Ist Battalion to Oradoursur-Glane, 
situated a short distance east of Saint Junien. After 


indictive 


ist 


state 


ien, two. 


receiving permission from his superior, Di 
led his No. 3 Company into Oradour on the 
afternoon of 10 June. Although the town normally 
contained. only 330 inhabitants, it was now almost 
twice this size because of refugees that Had been 
moving in from other parts of France: Contrary to 


rman intelligence reports, Oradour was not a 
hotbed of Re: 
if it had been 

After entering the town, Dickmann and his 120 
S soldiers herded most of its population into the 
central square. Kampfe was nowhere to be found 
‘The Germans then declared that they intended to 
search for hidden 
ts of Oradour out 


ince actiyityand did not even seem as 


ffected by the war. 


perform a house-to-hous 


weapons and led the male reside 
of the arca. Dividing these men into six groups, the 
5S soldiers led their docile captives into barns ar 


garages locáted at various points along the main 
1 guards suddenly 
opened fire, pouring hundreds of machine-gun bul- 
to their prisoners. 

When the Frenchmen collapsed into bloody piles 


road. At these sites, the Germ: 


lets 


in the execution chambers, the SS troops stopped 
fi 
victims, shoo 


ing their machine-guns and walked among the 
ig survivors with pistols. The Germans 
then set fire to the buildings, incinerating most of 
those who had not been killed by gunfire. In other 
parts of Oradour, Dickmann's soldiers torched hous- 
es and murdered fugitives who had not complied with 
the order to gather at the central square. 
Meanwhile, other soldiers in No. 3 Company 
herded the 
large church sit 
town, With about 400 people crowded into the build- 


omen and children of Oradour into a 


ated at the southern end of the 


ing, the Germans continued with their reign of terror, 
shooting and tossing grenades into the crowd before 
l exits and starting another fire. As clouds of 
‚a tram filled with pass 


closing 
smoke drifted into the sk 


gers returning from Limoges approached the edge of 
the town. Before the tram could proceed any further, 
a group of German guards stopped itand warned its 
occupants to stay away from the area. 

Dickmann and his troops finally left Oradour the 


and 


following morning, bringing looted valuables 
livestock with them. Collectively, they had liquidated 
642 residents. During the killings, the Germans had 
lost only one man: a junior officer who was crushed 


by collapsing masonry at the church. When SS- 
Standartenführer Sylvester Stadler, the commander of 
the Der Führer Regiment, heard about the atrocity, he 
sus and planned to initiate court-martial 
proceedings against Dickmann. As news of the inci- 
Is and 


became fi 


dent spread across France, Vichy offi 
quiry. Despite this 


Wehrmacht officers called for an 
pressure, the battalion commandér never forfeited 
his command and would perish in battle at 
Normandy before he could be brought to justice. 
Not surprisingly, the harsh reprisals committed at 
Tulle and. OradoursurGlane helped foster an 


unsavoury reputation for the Waffen-SS, blurring the 


distinction between this organization and the 
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Gestapo, Sicherheitsdienst (SD), Einsatzgruppen. 


other notorious departments within the Allgemeine SS 


violent actions also lead to a dramatic 
As the Das Reich 
ion left Limoges and continued moving north- 


However, thes 


reduction in Resistance 
Di 
wards, local AS cc 


activity. 


nanders decided that further acts 


of sabotage and assassi 


ion carried a price that was 
100 high 


Finat Act 
Even FTP activists curtailed their actions to a consid- 


erable extent, although a small band of these parti- 


sans did stage one more raid against the SS division. 
Near 


ttuck, believing that the vehicle and its occupants 


Bellac, the Commu 


ists charged a German 


As the Frenchmen closed in on their 


were isolated. 


target, hundreds of soldiers from the Reconnaissance 


Battalion returned nd 


. killing five partisans 


sending the rest fleeing into the woods. This eng 


ment was the last battle fought between the Das Reich 


Above: The last class photograph of the schoolgirls of 


Oradour-sur-Glane. All of those pictured here were barri 


caded in the church by the Germans. The building was 


ed. 


then set on fire: none of the children si 


Division and the French Resistance. Collectively, the 
SS units had lost no more than 40 men during their 
trip from Montauban to Normandy 

As they approached the site of the Allied invasion. 
the SS soldiers fa 
nized adversaries. Most notably, they had their 


ed much more powerful and better 


first encounter with Allied air power. North of the 
Riv 
wreaked havoc upon 


Loire, British and Ami 
he vehicles of Das Reich. On 14 


fighter-bombers 


June, as the division moved foward its concentra 


1 
with machine-guns rounds, bombs and rockets, 
After this costly lesson, the SS 


area 


near Domfront, these warplanes struck ha 


destroying 16 trucks. 


units quickly learned the necessity of camoufla, 
their vehicles. 
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With ce, the SS soldiers 


noticed that the local population was less hostile to 


this region of F 


wvasion, most farm- 


their presence, Before the Allied 
ers and villagers in Normandy lived in a state of 
peaceful co-existence with the Germ: 


British and American bombers, ‘artillery 


warships and armoured unitstore apart the country 


side and destroyed houses, barns and livestock, these 
residents often became upset and resentful toward 


their would-be liberators. In contrast, relations with 


the Germans were sometimes very friendly 

In one incident, members of Das Reich's Artillery 
Regiment displayed an extraordinary amount of 
goodwill towards a Norman farmer. When a truck 
failed to arrive and pick them up from a location that 
Was about to be overrun by enemy forces, Anton 


Fehlau and his comrades had to confisca 


wagon 


and a team of horses to remove wounded soldiers and 


As he left the ar 


heavy equipment from danger a, 


Fehlau woticed that the farmer was sad to see his 
animals leave and promised to return them when the 
Germans had finished using them. 
After tr 


comrades behind friendly lines, Fehlau and a few of 


isporting their equipment and wounded 


his colleagues received permission to return the 
horses. Although they were aware that they would be 
travelling through dangerous territory, the soldiers 
pressed forward. En route to their destination, they 
g 
isolated farmhouse. Instead of 


surprised a small group of drunken partisans sit 


at a table inside 


1g these men as subversives, the SS soldiers 


merely chided thém Tor their carelessness. Speaking 


d 


French, a signäller from Alsace asked, ‘How cc 


Below: The interior of the church at Oradour-sur-Glane 


after the fire. The remains of the altar are clearly visible 


on the left. About 400 womes children perished here, 


their menfolk in houses and stables in the village 


1 
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Above: Sylvester Stadler (seen here in March 1943), com- 
mander of the Der Führer Regiment in June 1944, initiated 
court martial proceedings agai 


st Dickmann when he 


heard what had happened at Oradour. 


you sit around and not put up a sentry? He also 
noted, "Tomorrow the war will have passed this place, 


Do you really want to die on the last da 
Leaving these nervous partisans unharmed in their 


sanctuary, the $ 


S troops continued their journey. As 


they moved closer to their destination, Fehlau 


recalled, ‘shell explosions which grew louder and 


louder showed that we were on the right road. Then 


the shells began to land very close to us’. Eventually, 
“the ba 


were trembling with fear’, Te 


rrage was almost continuous and the animals 


n minutes later, after 


passing through this bombarded area, ‘bathed in 


sweat and with trembling knees we took a short rest’. 
As they approached the farm, the horses sensed 


that they were going home and began to gallop. 
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ched the stables, Fehlau 


When the SS gunners ri 
noted that the farmer and his wife were as surprised 
as they were elated. "They thanked us so warmly that 
any doubts that we might have had whether it was 
worth taking the risk to return their horses was quick- 
ly answered. Yes it had been.’ During the course of 


the evening, the farmer allo 


1 the Germans to sleep 
in his barn and kept watch over his guests. ‚The 
following morning, the hosts provided Fehlau and his 
comrades with food and escorted them part of the 


way back to their regiment. 


UNDERSTRENGTH Division 

Shortly after the Das Reich Division moved into 
Normandy, Otto 
replaced Stadler as commander of the Der Führer 


SS-Sturmbannführer Weidinger 


and 


Regiment. Stadler had received a promotion 


>-Panzer-Division 


assumed command of the 9th S! 
Hohenstaufen, Because some of Lammerding's infantry 


battalions were still in the area around Toulouse and 
had only recently left south-west France, Das Reich was 
not yet a fullsize division. Thus, the commanders of 
the 7th Army divided the organization into separate 


tached them to different Wehrmacht 


units ar 
formations at areas along the front lines, 


As they had done so many times before the 


Sov 


Union, the regiments and battalions of Das 
Reich were serving as ‘fire brigades’ for the German 
war effort, being sent to hot spots within the battle- 
field 
Normandy, the 7th Army dispatched a di 


» order to extinguish enemy attacks. At 
nal 


y battalion and a panzer battalion to a sector 


near Torigny-sur-Virien, where the SS units were to 


II Fallschirmjäger Corps. Meanwhile, a battle group 
comprised of Ist Battalion, Der Führer Regiment and 
Ist Battalion, Deutschland Regiment went to the 2nd 
(Army) 


Villers-Bocage. 


Division at an area between Caen and 


Panz 


Within this sector, the SS battle group immediate- 
ly saw action while trving to close a gap between the 
12h SS-Panzer-Division 
Hillerjugend. After the battalions sustained a mas 


2nd Division and the 
ive 


artillery bombardment, the Deutschland unit checked 
a group of British infantrymen that were attacking 


NORMANDY 


Key 


—=> Allied thrusts 
——- German counterattacks 7-8 August 


“ German front, morning 1 August 
—— German front, evening 16 August 
am Allied army group boundary 


US First Army 
(Hodges) 


German positions. Meanwhile, the Allies began 
Operation ‘Epsom’, an action aimédat isolating Caen 
and forcing the Germans forces within the area to 
withdraw in order to avoid being entrapped in an 
encirclement. If the offensive went well, the Allies 
hoped to achieve a breakthrough to the River Orne. 
Using three divisions and several brigades, British 
NIII Corps launched this operation in late June. 

In reaction, the Germans initiated a counterattack 
that was intended to spoil the British offensive. 
Specifically, II SS Panzer Corps was to lunge into the 
right flank of VIII Corps as the British divisions 
moved between Villers-Bocage and Caen. During this 


Above: After the failure of the attack at Mortain, Das 
Reich and other German units were squeezed into a 
pocket near Falaise. Pounded constantly by Allied guns 
and fighter-bombers, the division barely escaped. 


action, the Der Führer-Deutschland Battle Group was 
transferred to the 9th SS Division. On 29 June, the 
German counterattack began. Fighting in close 
quarters among-hedges and other tall obstructions 
that restricted all of the combatants’ vision, the SS 
units temporarily stalled the British advance. 

To break this stalemate, the British exploited their 
air supremacy. Observation planes flew over the 
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lery batteries 


countryside and provided ar nd 
offshore warships with the coordinates that were nec- 


essary to shell German positions. Pummelled relent- 
y by this bombardment, the II SS Panzer Corps 
counterattack stopped in its tracks, Meanwhile, a 
squadron of Sherman tanks rolled across the Das 
Reich Battle Group and almost penetrated its tactical 
headquarters. When two companies in the SS unit 
knocked out, fotir tanks with flame-throwers and 
anti-tank, weapons, the British squadron retreated. 


les 


LOSING EFFECTIVENESS 
By the end of June, the S 
of its men and was becoming 
ing uni 
helped pr 
ing the German defence 
the Orne, On 2 July 
infantry attack, the two battalions left the front line 
st of the 


battle group had lost 846 
neffective as a fight- 


their job well and 
vent the British VIII Corps fre 
and breaking through to 


n ruptur- 


ish 


pelling a) B 


and returned to their division. For th 
month, Das Reich served under LXXXIV Corps 


area near S; 
be breaching She lines, the corps commander 
ngth battalions 


nt Lo. When Allied troops seemed to 


frequently dispatched undersstr 


{rom the division into troubled 


"fire brigade" actions, the manpower 
dwindled steadily. 

On 4 July, the division received orders to form 
more battle groups. Commanded by Otto Weidinger, 
the first battle group included a panzer and an 
artillery unit and was attached to the 353rd Division: 
The second group joined the 17th SS Division at 
Sainteny and contained 2nd Battalion, Panzer 
Regiment and 4th Battalion, Artillery Regiment, as 
well as the Nebelwerfer and Flak battalions. SS- 
Obersturmbannführer Gunther Eberhardt Wisliceny led 
a third battle group comprised of two battalions from 
Deutschland and the Pioneer Battalion. This group was 
also attached to the 17th SS Division. Finally, a small 
attack group that included elements of Der Führer 
served as a reserve force for II Fallschirmjáger Corps. 

During the month of July, the armoured forma- 
tions within these battle groups wreaked havoc upon 
Allied forces. North-east of Sainteny, Panther tanks 


from No. 4 Panzer Company repelled an attack 
launched by units from the American 3rd Armored 


ican armoured 


Division. On 13 July, another Amet 
formation struck, only to lose three Shermans before 
withdrawing from the field. The man responsible for 
destroying these vehicles was SS-Unterscharführer Ernst 
Barkmann, one of the greatest tank aces of World 
War II. 

A day later, 


Barkmann led a rescue ‚operation 
imed at retrieving four tank crews trapped behind 
enemy lines. After accomplishing this mission, he 
liberated several wounded SS soldiers who had been 
captured by the Americans. Later in the month, he 
fought a battle at a road junction in the village of 
Le Lovey that would turn him into a legend among 
ihe soldiers of the Waffen-SS. 

At this village, Barkmann spotted 14 American 
Shermans that were escorting sev 


l fuel and trans- 


port trucks west from Saint Lo. After moving his 
1 the crossroads, he 
fired the 75mm (2.95in) gun on his turret, hitting the 
aks in the column. When the tracks 
stopped behind the burning Shermans, he destroyed 
these vehicles with litle difficulty, Two more tanks 
ge and headed straight for his 
The German panzer was hit with two shells 


Panther next to a large oak tre 


first two t 


t the wrec 


pushed. 


Pants 


but smashed these two Shermans as well. 


‘To remove this Panther that was blocking an entire 


armoured column, the Americ 


ummoned air sup- 
ed 


pon Barkmann's vehicle, he 


port. Although the enemy fighter-bombers infl 
damage 
demolished more Shermans that w 


considerable 


e charging at 
him. Low on ammunition, he directed his driver to 
vacate the area, leaving nine wrecked American tanks 
ads. The following day, his 
Panther smashed two more Shermans. 

In an area between Periers and; Saint Lo, the 
Weidinger and Wislicency battle groups launched 
small-scale counterattacks-against American forces 


smouldering at the crossra 


Right: A heavily camouflaged PzKpfw IV from Das Reich 
moves through the Normandy hedgerows. Such precau- 
tions were vital to avoid detection by the roving bands of 
Allied fighter-bombers flying over the region. 
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that were punching large holes in the German line. 
Although. the SS troops executed their tasks with 
their usual amount of discipline and diligence, they 
tnum- 
bered and undersupplied. Within‘ this sector, 
LXXXIV Corps had only seven divisións to block the 
vance of the Americar-lst Army and its 14 
ions. The Americans also enjoyed overwhelming 


and other German forces were hopelessly 


superiority in arthoured formations. 

On 25 July, General Omar Bradley, the comman- 
der of the Ist Army, unleashed Operation ‘Cobra’, 
an offensive aimed at capturing Saint Lo. At the 


time, the Das Reich Division was under the temporary 
Obersturmbannführer Christian 
Tychsen, as Lammerding had suffered serious 


command of 


injuries during an inspection. The American assault 
began in the morning, with squadrons of B-17 heavy 
bombers tearing into German positions with several 
tonnes of explosiv 
tear large gaps into the enemy defences, enabling 
American infantrymen to pour through and achieve 
a breakthrough. 

At first, these bombing missions seemed as if they 
were, fulfilling this objective. General Fritz 
Bäyerlein, the commander of the Panzer Lehr 
Division, recalled how ‘carpets of bombs wiped out 
artillery positions, overturned and buried panzers, 
flattened infantry positions and destroyed all roads’. 
Although these air raids ripped large holes into the 
German lines, the destruction inflicted upon the 
landscape actually slowed down the American 
advance. Massive craters and piles of debris prevent- 
ed Shermans and other vehicles from pushing 
forward at an effective speed. 

Moreover, the Norman countryside created condi- 
tions that favoured the Germans. Tall hedges, clusters 
of trees, and the lack of roads frustrated American 
armoured units seeking to destroy enemy tanks in 
‘open areas. Aided by this terrain, the SS troops in Das 
Reich held their sector along the front line near Saint 
Lo, repulsing 13 infantry and armoured assaults 
during the course of the day. Encouraged by this 


These sorties were supposed to 


success, the Der Führer Regiment launched a counter- 
attack. Bereft of panzer support, the assault fizzled 


out as enemy artillery shells tore into the ranks of the 
advancing regiment. 

While Das Reich and other units along the front 
line contained the American attack, its commanders 
received confusing retreat orders from LXXXIV 
Corps during the course of the day. When the SS 
soldiers executed their withdrawal, the Americans 
struck hard. While tank units plowed through the 
German lines, the Ist Army swept down thè Cotenin 
Peninsula, heading toward Avranches. This 
movement threatened to encircle LXXXIV Corps. 


Savace Air ATTACKS 

To prevent this, the Germans pulled back to a line 
nning along the Coutances-Saint Gilles Road 
Moving to this new area in broad daylight, Das Reich 
withstood relentless air attacks, only to find that 
enemy forces were already occupying its objective. 
Thus, the SS infantrymen had to dislodge these 
Americans before establishing their own defences. By 
this time, combat units had become too depleted to) 
man the trenches effectively, requiring the division to 
send clerks, cooks and other support personnel to 
help maintain the front. 

Meanwhile, Bradley's divisions continued to press 
forward, gradually surrounding LXXXIV Corps. To 
break out of this noose, General Erich Marcks, the 
corps commander, formed Das Reich and the 17th SS 
Division nt this makeshift 
force to Percy, where they were to launch a breakout 
assault. Hammered relentlessly by Allied air and 
armoured attacks, the battle group was thrown back 
with heavy losses. During this debäcle, Ist Battalion, 
Artillery Regiment, Das Reich Division had been 
completly decimated. 

At the end of the month, the Amerie 
intensified, forcing Marcks to pull back his 
the south-east. Despite this precaution, Allied pressure 
intensified as Bradley's armoured forces swept in from 
Brittany and threatened the southern flank of the 
German forces fighting in Normandy. In an effort to 
prevent an encirclement of its forces, OKW devised 
Operation ‘Liege’, a plan to enable the German armies 
to escape entrapment and retreat towards Belgium. 


nto a battle group and s 


in offensive 


livisions to 
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ier from Das Reich tightens the wristband of 
one league's camouflage smocks during a lull in 
the battle. Some smocks were reversible, with darker hues 
of green and brown for use in spring and autumn. 


Essentially, the operation was a spoiling attack 


launched upon Avranches'by roughly 120 armoured 
vehicles under the command of XLVII Corps. The 


intent of this manoeuvre was to knock the Allies off 


balance for long enough to permit the Germans to 


mandy, During this action, Das 


withdraw from 
Reich was attached to U 
Leibstandarte and the 17th SS Division. Elements of 
these divisions constituted the spearhead of the assault. 
Liege’, which 


corps, as were the 


In preparation for Operation 
began in early August, Das Reich assembled three 


battle groups. On th 
SP battalion was to seize high ground 


right, a unit comprised of Der 


Führer and a 


north-west of Mortain and link up with the 
Leibstandarte group. Meanwhile, the 17th SS Panzer 
oup and had. 
7. On 
Reich 


talion acted as the third battle 


Division constituted the centre battle 


the task of capturing a ridge known as Point 3 
the left, Deutschland and the Das 


Reconnaissan 


o an area situated. 


group and were to sweep 


between Milly and Fonten 


When the attack began, the SS units immediately 


y. 


ran into trouble, At-thie right wing of the German 


mérican 30th Infantry Division called 


advance, the 


in an effective artillery- and mortar bombardment 


that knocked out several SPs. Pinned down for 


several hours by enemy fighter-bombers, Der Führer 


w 
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Regiment was not able to attack the American lines 
until the afternoon and was thrown back with heavy 
losses, In the centre, the attempt by the 17th SS 


Division to take Point $17 also failed. 

To the left, the Deutschland Regiment had better 
luck against the Ameri 
west, its 3rd Battalion seized Moi 


ans: Driving rapidly to the 
n by mid- 
morning. However, enemy resistance became 


stronger'as the regiment pressed forward and the SS 
commanders quickly realized that Operation ‘Liege’ 
stood little chance of success. On 10 August, Marcks 
ordered Das Reich to pull back from Mortain 
and abandon the offensive, thus bringing the 


unsuccessful operation to an end. 


Fataise Pocket 
Meanwhile, the Allied gauntlet around the 
‘7th Army and the 5th nzer Army tightened. To the 
left of these formati 


man 


ns, armoured divisions under 


the command of General G 
the River Seine and turned north. On the 
of the G 
coast im the direction of Falaise 
clement, the Germans began heading east and 


orge S. Patton pushed to 
ight flank 
nians, Allied forces advanced from the 
To avoid 


nc 


towards the town in a fighting retreat. 

During these manoeuvres, Das Reich participated 
ttacks against Allied units that 
lines. As they had 


in ferocious counte 


were pushing through t 


done many times before in the Eastern Front, the 
soldiers often engaged in brutal, hand-to-hand 


combat against the enemy. In these contests, a 


veteran of Deutschland’s pioneer company noted that 
some of the American soldiers ‘pretended to be dead 
but we could pick them out quite easily because they 
all lay face downward with their head to one side and 
with their eyes closed’ 

When the Germans moved towards Falaise, 


Deutschland received the task of holding Le-Bourg- 


SaintLeonard, a town located east of Argentan. 
However, when the regiment reached the area on 
August, Le-Bourg: 
occupied by American troops. In a desperate attack 


Sain-Leonard was already 


upon the town, the SS soldiers failed to seize their 


objective and were dispersed by armoured units, On 


m 


the following day, several Shermans tore into 2nd 


d- 


Battalion and almost captured its tactical he 
issault 


quarters before the Germans blunted the 
destroyed the tanks. 
After this engagement, Das Reich received an order 


to join II SS Panzer Corps and proceed1o Vi 
a town that was located several miles to the east and 
The division was to help 


outside the Falaise Pocket. 
in order to 


maintain a strong presence in this ar 


ensure that the 
On 18 August, the division arrived at its destination 


rman armies had an escape route. 


just before the Allies closed Falaise Pocket and 


G 


rma 


initiated a punishing offensive against the 1 1 
divisions still trapped in the area. The closur 


pocket meant that the SS corps would have to force 


of the 


a passage to provide these divisions with an 


escape route. 


Au-Out Attack 
Near Vi 
Trun, th 
around 


noutiers, a Canadian unit seized the village of 
Allied gauntlet 
alaise. In response, Field Marshal Walther 


eby consolida 


g the 


Model, the overall commander of German forces in 
We ick to be 
divisions inside the encirclement, as well as the SS 


aunched by 


tern Europe, ordered an a 


units positioned on the outside. By assailing the sector 
around Trun fr 


m both sides, Model hoped to estab- 


lish an opening in the pocket. As a participant in this 


operation, Das Reich was to capture several strategic 


areas, including a steep ridge known as Mount Ormel. 
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Above: A StuG III Ausf G in action against approaching 
US targets in Normandy. The tight Normandy hedgerows 
were tailor-made for the German defenders, restricting 


rapid movement and providing large amounts of cover. 


At the time, the Allied garrison on Mount Ormel 
consisted of the Polish Ist and 2nd armoured brigades, 
in addition to a group of motorized light infantry 
formations. Collectively, this force included 1500 men 
and 80 Shermans occupying a very favourable defen- 
sive position, However, the Poles were also isolated and 
had a limited amount of ammunition to defend this 
which they called the "Mi 

The Nazi attack on the Falaisé Pocket began on 20 
August. While the 9th SS Division comprised the right 


e 
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wing of the assault, Das Reich advanced on the left and 
tion. The 


carried out the main burden of the of 


units involved in this offe 


sive were to press forward 


ague 
the encircleniemt. Fortunately for 


until they made contact with theit bel 


comrades insi 
the SS divisions, Allied warplänes were busy carrying 
out missions over otlier sectors within the pocket and 


ce of the Mac 


thus did not participate in the de m 


other locations targeted by them. 


Tue Mace 
Situa at the right flank of Das Reich, the Der 
Führer Regime 


1 received the task of dislodging the 


Polish divisions from Mount Ormel. At the front of 


the attack, 3rd Battalion struggled up the steep 


slopes of the ridge, while the Poles fired bullets and 


artillery shells into the assailants, After several 


ots, the attack faltered and the SS 


determined atte 


soon had to fend off a r 


batali assive counter- 


offensive. At a sector west of Champosoult, the rest 
of the regiment had better luck and opened a 


passage for yé Germans trapped in the pocket. As 
a result, thousands of soldiers and several high- 
ranking officers were able to escape Falaise and 
reach safety, The Leibstandarte furnished 
ambulances to evacuate the wounded. 

Meanwhile, the Reconnaissance and SP Battalions 
served as the centre battle group of Das Reich during 
e Pocket. North-west of Trur; 


they struck a British armoured formation,“ quickly 


the attack on the Fa 


destroyed six tanks, and repelled a counterattack, On 
nents of the 


21 August, the Germans clashed, with € 


Ist Polish Armoured Division. According to the com- 
the SS battali 


had met since the invasi 


mande: is, ^no other unit which we 


ght so well as these 


Polish formations’, Nevertheless, his battalions repelled 
enémy attacks and forced an opening at Chambois, 
While the centre batile gr 


thousands of refugees poured out of this breach in the 


ap held open this passa 


Right: Remnants of an army: US artillery moves past the 


ge of a German column near Falaise in August 


The origi 


1 US caption states "They tried to stop us 
he road". 


and we blasted them right of 


se Pocket. One of them was SSObergruppenführer 


P: 


for the wounds that he had sustained. 


al Hausser, who quickly received medical attention 


Great ESCAPE 
To the left of the Reconnaissance Battalion, the 
Deutschland Regiment also enjoyed success as it 
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advanced on Saint-Pierre-la-Riviere. After demolish- 
ing several Shermans from the Ist Polish Armoured 
Division at close range, the soldiers of the 
Deutschland Regiment punched through the walls of 
the pocket and helped several Army and Waffen-SS 
comrades in their escape from the pocket. Thanks 


to the combined efforts of the 2nd and 9th SS 


9,000 servicemen were able 


Divisions, 20,000 out of} 
to slip out of the Allied encirclement. With this 
mission completed, the Day Reich Division and othi 


Jerman military units in the Western Front retrea 


ed across north-eastern France and Belgium and 
nd a 


prepared to defend their homel nst the 


victorious Allied armies. 


w 


CHAPTER NINE 


in the West, and Das Rei 


was clearly flowing 
w of the dice to make 
be at the forefront. 


uring the late summer and autumn of 1944, the 

ba 
out of France and retreated through Belgium. After 
Westwall (Siegfried Line), they 


prepared for the defénce of their own soil against the 


ly mauled German armies in the west pulled 
reaching the 
Allied powers. In late August, the 2nd SS Panzer 
Division Das Reich participated in this withdrawal 


when it crossed the River Seine at Elboeuf. For 


several days, the division moved east at a steady pace, 
fending off pursuing enemy forces as it went. 

As they travelled across Belgium, the SS soldiers 
g 
isolated units. By 9 September, Das Reich was in the 


had to watch out for local partisans ambus) 


wooded plateau of the Ardennes region. Two-dàvs 
later, the division reached the Westwall and occupied 
a 16km (10 mile) wide sector ‘situated between 


b and Leidenborn 


units of Das Reich maintain this area, a battalion from 


dschei To help the depleted 


the 12th SS Panzer Division Hitlerjugend arrived and 


took a position between the Reconnaissance 
Battalion on the left and the Deutschland Regiment 


om the right. 


Left: SS soldiers shelter in the lee of a knocked-out US 
half-track during the Ardennes offensive of December 
1944. The offensive was a desperate attempt to cut off 
part of the Allied armies and repeat the victory of 1940. 


By this time, the Third Reich was in desperate 
need of manpower and thus pressed other branches 
of the armed forces into service along the Siegfried 
Line. Because the Luftwaffe had lost most of its 
aircraft to bombings and aerial combat, it possésed 


any more fliers than warplanes, As auvesult, the 


anization relinquished some ‚of its squadrons, 


h now became infantry uhits. They were ordered 
Waffen-SS at the 


an border and, not surprisingly, many of thc 


wh 
to help the Wehrmacht’ and the 
Be 


pilots were unhappy with this new assignment 


Russian ASSISTANCE 


In addition, the Das Reich Division received assista 


from a battalion of Russians fighting on the side of 
the A 1 Battalion, Der Führer 


powers. Assigned to 
Regiment, these expatriates did not impress Otto 
Weidinger. Shortly after moving into their positions, 
according 


abandoned some bunkers’ 


to the regimental commander, taking ‘both their 
id their NCOs with them. It is inexplicable 


that a battalion of such men should have been used 


on the Ge side‘. 


Although the Siegfried Line appeared to be an 


impressive network of fortifications, it had significant 


problems. Most noticeably, the gun slits in the 


bunkers had been designed for 1939 firearms and 
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Above: An MG 42 machi 
of the Westwall or Siegfried Line, in the autumn of 1944: 


gun position somewhere west 


German resistance 


iffened appreciably once the Allies 


had not been enlarged for 1944 weapons. Moreover, 
the lack of troops available to man the Westwall 


nt that many points a 
d 


his armies were to hold this area to the last man if — 


ng it were vulnerable 


ertheless, Hitler issu 


n order proclaiming that 


‘or when — the Allies should attack. 
In mid-October, Das Reich received an order to 


retire from the line. Relieved by another division, the 


SS units went to Saürlach to t 


replacements and 
acquire new equipment. After about a month of rest 
the division 


returned to the Western Front to 
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participate in another offensive. On this occasion, the 
attack was to take place in the Ardennes Forest and 
would be known to the Germans as Operation "Wacht 
am Rhein’ (‘Watch on the Rhine’) 


Developed personally by Hitler, Operation ‘Watch 


on the Rhine’ called for three armies to push through 
the wooded plateau and capture Antwerp with 


na 
week. Presumably, this would drive a large wedge 
British 
Americans in the south. With‘ the Allied armies thus 


between forces in the ‘north and the 


divided, the Germans could destroy one half first and 


the other at a Jater time. Not surprisingly, the Führer 
assigned, to dis Waffen-SS formations the task of 
spearheading the offensive. 

Under the command of SS-Oberstgruppenführer 


Josef ‘Sepp’ Dietrich, the recently established 6th SS 
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Panzer Army contained I and II SS Panzer Corps. 
Attached to II Corps, the Das Reich Division finished 
crossing the Rhine on 24 November and, along with 
9th SS Panzer Division Hohenstaufen, took up 
ions south of I Corps near Losheim. I Corps 


consisted of the Ist and 12th. SS Panzer divisions, 
ny formations, In addition, 
Il Corps, which was 


with three a 


trich cc 


comprised of two more Wehrmacht divisions. 


PREPARATIONS FOR THE OFFENSIVE 

The 15th Army was to the north of Dietrich's 
divisions, while the 5th Panzer Army and 7th Army 
their starting places south of the SS units 
while, OKW kept the 9th and 
divisions and the 3rd 


moved in 


near Bitburg. Me: 
167th 
Panzergrenadier Division held back as reserve forces 


Volksgrenadier 


tart of 


that would eventually join the offensive. At the 
SS divisions 


the operation, the armoured units with 


had been brought up to full strength, collectively 
possessing 640 Panther and PzKpfw IV battle tanks 
However, General Hasso Freiherr von Manteuffel and 
the divisions in his 5th Panzer Army had only 320 of 
these vehicles. 

By the end of 1944, the German armed forces 
seemed as if they might not even be strong enough t 
maintain the Westwall, let alone mount an offensive 
on the scale that Hitler envisioned. Spurning advice 
from his generals to reconsider launching the oper: 
tion, the Führer believed that ‘Watch on the Rb 
could succeed as long as fog and clouds covered the 


sky, preventing. €nemy warplanes from striking 


German ground troops. He also anticipated that 


Below: The German offensive depended on a rapid 
advance capturing large quantities of Allied fuel, which 
was stored in dumps on the roadside. If the Germans did 


not capture sufficient fuel, the attack would fail. 
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would overcome the problem of chronic 


fu as as they 


1 shortages by seizing Allied supply a 


pushed forwards. 


FAR-FETCHED SCHEME 


Not surprisingly, observers at the time and many y 


after the war considered Operation ‘Watch on the 
Rhine’ to I 
detailed and comprehensive narrative on the 2nd SS 


a farfetched scheme at best. In his 


Panzer) Division, James Lucas noted that ‘any 


érprise predicated upon bad weather and upon 


capturing enemy fuel supplies to maintain its 


advance, stands on brittle glass‘. Along with rampant 


cited chronic. manpow 


petrol shortages, he 
deficiencies that kept Das Reich and other divisions 
well below their established strength 


Ardent Nazi ideologues might have been willing to 


support any plan devised by their beloved party leader 


s harboured 


However, less fanatical German off 


justifiable reservations regarding the upcomin 


offensive in the Arde 


es. "It was a nonsensical oper- 
ield Marshal Karl Rudolf Gerd von Runstedt 


conceded during, a postwar inte 


ation, 


ogation, ‘and the 
most stupid part of it was the setting of Antwerp as the 
Linget. If we reached the Meuse we should have got 
down on our knees and thanked God - let alone try to 


Even Sepp Die 


ich att 


reach. Antwerp. mpted to 


dissuade his Führer from ordering the offensive. 


Despite these and other efforts on the part of ser 


military officers, Hitler remained committed to his 


scheme to save the Third Reich and thus ordered his 
armies to launch the operation on schediile: 

During prep: 
mander of II SS Corps, Will Bittrich, temporarily 


ensive, the com- 


tions for the off 


detached units from ‚Das Reich and formed them 
into battle groups that were to guard the flanks of 


the corps du 


g the advance. On 16 December, the 
Ardennes Offensive began with an assault across a 
5km 


an 


sector in the front line that was about 1 


(84 miles) wide and guarded by four Ame 


divisions. However, I Corps waited two days before 
joining the advance, following the spearhead estab- 
lished by $ 


1 


-Gruppenführer Hermann Preiss and his 


ps divisions. 
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Problems bedevilled Das Reich and other divisions, 


even in the early stages of the offensive. Rushing into 


the battle zone, the SS units quickly became bogged 
down in traffic jams induced by petrol shortages. To 
reach Antwerp, the Germans needed to refuel their 


vehicles at least five times. However, Hitler provided 


his forces with enough petrol for c 


ly two refuellings 
hie had 


» maintain the secrecy of the operati 
forbidden the establishment of fuel dumps close to 
the front line. 

Along with fuel, the Germans also lacked adequate 
While 
sportation and armoured units aban- 


amounts of artillery- and tank ammunition. 


drivers in t 


doned their immobile vehicles, infanuymen had to 


Above: A still from a propaganda film captured by US 


troops after the offensive, showing SS troops armed to 
the teeth. Heavy cloud cover meant that the much-feared 
Allied fighter-bombers were grounded. 
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Namur, 


BELGIUM 


Dinant 


Key 
—— Route of Battle Group 
Peiper 16-24 Dec 


— German advance 
— US counterattacks 
= Front line 16 Dec 1944 


Limit of German advance 
25 Dec 1944. 


— Allied defensive positions 
Country borders 


GERMANY 


march across the snow-cov 
without suitable boots or clothing. 
problem led to many cases of frost- 
1 terrain of the Ardennes plate: 
inhibited rapid movement across Belgium. 
On 20 December, Bittrich directed Das Reich to 
the 560th Volksgrenadier Division. which was 
ture the Baraque de Faiture cross- 


d ground in the de; 


winter 


surprisingly, th 


bite, The rugg also 


reliev 
attempting to 
roads. After accomplishing this task, the SS division 
was to push north-west through Manhay and establish 
a bridgehead across the River Ourthe at Bomal. By 
resumed 


this time, Heinz Lammerding had 
command of Das Reich. 

Before Lammerding's units could begin their 
operation, they had to wait for two days until petrol 


trucks arrived to refuel their stranded vehicles. 


Unfortunately for the Germans, Hii 


regarding the seizure of enemy fuel dumps turned 


er's prediction 


Above: A map of the Ardennes offensive showing the 
main thrusts of the German attack, the besieged positions 
at Bastogne and St Vith, and the US counterattacks. The 
offensive fell short of its objective, the port of Antwerp. 


out to be a fanciful chimera. As a result of this delay, 
the Americans at Baraque de Faiture wer 
consolidate their control over the and bring 


ble to 


reinforcements to help blunt the German attack. 
Specifically, paratroopers from the 82nd Airborne 
Division and tank regiments from the 3rd and 7th 
Armored Divisions stepped forward to guard the 
crossroads and nearby sections. 

On 23 December, the Der Führer Regiment began 
the attack on Baraque de Faiture. While 2nd 
Battalion launched a frontal assault with assistance 
from group of PzKpfw IV tanks and a Flak company, 
3rd Battalion and a group of SPs rushed in from the 
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west. During the course of an intense battle, the SS 
units demolished 17 Shermans and 34 half-tracks, 
while losing four Panzer IVs. After overcoming this 
stubborn resistance and capturing the crossroads, the 
Der Führer Regiment pursued the retreating 
Americans north-west to Malempfe before settling at 
another road junction near Belle Haye. 


ATTACK ON ODEIGNE 
Later in the day, the Deutschland Regiment launched 
an attack on Odeigne. At first, the SS troops experi- 
nced a great deal of difficulty because of the 
divisio ion. During the 
ry officer named Freihoffer observed. 
combat journal that "when our artillery does 
open fire then the Americans respond with a hurri- 
cane from hundreds of medium and heavy guns’. 
Although the first assault fell apart in the face of deter- 
mined resistance, a second charge with support from 
tanks, Flak vehicles and a pioneer company succeed- 
ed, and the Germans occupied the village by nightfall. 
After this objective had been fulfilled, Freihoffer 
looked up to’ the sky and noted that many of his 
people “back home were about to undergo an 
\inpleasant experience for the Christmas holiday. 
‘High above our heads there is a monotonous dron- 
ing as heavy bombers fly eastward to drop bombs on 
German cities. Peace on earth, goodwill to all 
men?????” Fortunately for him and his comrades, 
heavy cloud cover prevented 
from strafing or bombing the Deutschland Regiment 


batteries’ lack of ammu 
attack, an infi 


in h 


Allied fighter-bombers 


in the Ardennes. Meanwhile, the regiment received 
an order to press forward and capture a road running 
between the towns of Manhay and Grandmenil. On 
the night of Christmas Eve, 3rd Battalion and a 
pioneer company initiated this action. 

Unfortunately for the SS battalion, a preliminary 
barrage launched by the Das Reich Artillery Regiment 
failed to inflict any significant damage upon the 
Americans. Incredibly, the dwindling supply of shells 
forced the batteries to conserve ammunition. Thus, 


3rd Battalion and its pioneer attachment suffered 
heavy casualties as they carried out their task. During 
this attack, the commander in the pioneer company 


noted tbe danger of *moving over open ground and 
without the protection of white camouflage clothing. 
‘The men could be seen as dark spots and were soon 
under fire’. 

On Christmas Day, 3rd Battalion and the rest of 
the Deutschland Regiment continued moving west 
and, although the SS troops had to avoid enemy 
fighter-bombers and artilleryspotting aircraft, had 
lite difficulty with enemy ground forces. Protected 
by a barrage of artillery fire, the Americans retired to 
Manhay and Grandmenil. As the regiment advanced, 
many of its soldiers dropped out of the operation 
because of frostbite. The lack of adequate winter 
boots led to many instances of this affliction, After 
sunset, the Germans drove the Americans out of 
Manhay and Grandmenil and used houses within 
these villages as billets for the night. 

Happy to sleep in warm quarters for a change, 
Freihoffer lamented the difficulty that his division was 
enduring in the offensive. "Three years ago we would 
probably have stormed forward during the night iti 
order not to allow the enemy any time to recover, But 
now after nearly five years of savage, fighting things 
move much more slowly.’ In his view, ‘the men are all 
right but tanks and guns need fuel and she 
does not matter how much fighting spirit there 
out those two things nothing much can be achieved’, 

Despite these hardships, Freihoffer and other 
soldiers in the Deutschland Regiment remained 
determined to fight for their Fatherland: "What still 
gives us hope for a successful outcome of the war are 
the secret weapons and the determination not to let 
our country fall into the hands of the Reds.’ Alluding 
to the development of V-1 and V-2 rockets and jet- 
propelled warplanes, he perceived the possibility of 
‘the inventive genius of our scientists’ saving 
Germany from conquest. Although Das Reich was 
the Western Front, he and other 
soldiers serving in the ‘division seemed more con- 


ns 


currently fighting 


cerned about the Gonimunist menace from the East: 
"We do not want our country to be under the heel of 
the Soyiets. We have seen the “Soviet Paradise”. 

The following morning, the SS soldiers were 
preparing to mount an assault upon Mormont when 
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an American armoured formation counterattacked. 


Although this pre-emptive strike spoiled the German 
advance, the ensuing battle led tothe destruction of 
several Shermans. During a house-to-house battle in 
c 
soon realized that they were outnumbered and 


‚dmenil, the soldiers of the Deutschland Regiment 


overextended from the rest of their division. An 
armoured relief column tried to reach the village and 


aid the grenadiers, but was halted by fallen trees 


blocking its route and an enemy artillery barrage that 


tank crews to withdraw, 


forced the Germa 


As casualties within Grandmenil mounted, 
medical orderlies became so busy that they had to 


leave many wounded soldiers unattended. However, 


Above: A PzKpfw VI Tiger tank of Das Reich's Heavy 
n late December 


Panzer Battalion seen in the Ardennes 
1944. The Tiger, although well armed and well armoured, 
was more suited to a defensive role. 


Fr 
provide adequate medical treatment.for a wounded 


hoffer noted that his troops were willing to 


American tank officer in their captivity. Interrogated 


while under the influence of morphine that had 


been administered to relieve the pain of a shattered 
knee-cap., the prisoner informed his captors that 
Waffen-SS soldiers were known within the United 


States for their cruelty towards captured enemies. 


‘Now he is astounded that he receives the same 
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treatment as one of our own men and hands out his 
Chesterfield cigarettes." 


AMERICAN SUPERIORITY 
Using their substantial numerical superiority, as well 
as their massive air power, the Americans recaptured 
Manhay and began to. encircle the Germans at 
Grandmenil. Before this action could be completed, 
the SS regiment retreated south through an opening 
‘Silently we filtered through 
the ‘gap,’ the commander of a pioneer company 
recalled, ‘marched across meadowland, over a small 
stream and reached at last a large wooded area. It was 
there we gained touch with our own forces." 
Meanwhile, Friehoffer led 60 men from various 
regimental units through enemy-held territory to 
reach friendly forces. As his small band of refugees 
approached the front lines, he came across a group of 
soldiers of an unknown nationality blocking his path 
to safety. According to his account, ‘I go a few more 
paces and suddenly meet a Captain. I can think of 
nothing else to say but “Are you American?”. “Yeah,” 
is the stupid answer to my stupid question.” 
Freihoffer believed that the Americans could have 
obliterated his tiny SS group with litle effort. 
med to be para- 
. "You want to 


in the American lines 


However, his would-be enemies 's 
lyzed despite their superior numbei 
fight?” I ask the Captain. Once again I could think of 
nothing better to ask. "No, we don’t,” and I finish the 
session with a short "OK" and with a casual salute walk 
back to my men.’ The Germans then melted. back 
into the woods and eventually reached/ihe 560th 


Volksgrenadier Division early the following morning. 
After this and other units in, Deutschland completed 
their withdrawal from 
retired to Odeigne. 
During this fight for Manhay and Grandmenil, $S- 
Oberscharführer Ernst Barkmann waged another 
is. 


andmenil, the reg 


destructive battle against American armoured wi 
On Christmas Eve, he led No. 4 Company, Ist Panzer 
Battalion on a raid into enemy territory. 
Momentarily halted at Belle Haye by an artillery 
bombardment that knocked out two tanks, he 


pressed forward and almost collided with a Sherman, 


which ‚he destroyed after reversing his Panther to a 
safe distance. 

After demolishing two more American tanks, 
Barkmann took his Panther down a winding country 


road. En route to Manha 


y, he spotted nine Shermans 


p in a field. To nullify their overwhelming 


lined 
numerical advantage, he manoeuvred his vehicle so: 
that it faced the American tanks in a single file, Unis 
permitting only the lead tank to fire at him. Before 
he could initiate host 


jes, the enemy crewmen 
climbed out of their tanks and ran into the country- 
side. Because ammunition was so scarce, he chose 
75mm (2.95in) gun into these aban- 
simply leaving them behind for the 
company to destroy. 

As he moved closer to Manhay, Barkmann 
1 through crowds of retreating American 
who did not notice in their panic that his 
tank was a German Panther, Eventually, a detach- 
ment from the US 2nd Armored Division spotted the 
tank and fell upon him. Using a smoke-screch 
device, he prevented the Shermans from, drawing a 
bead on him and ran over a jeep to escape. After a 
nemy tank that locked the two 
vehicles together, the engine in the Panther expired 
However, Barkmann's driver soon managed to 
t it and pulled away without exchanging insur- 
ance information. While fleeing the scene of the 
1 Barkmann demolished a pursuing 
n and eventually returned to his battalion, 


not to fire hi 


doned vehicle 


travel 


soldier 


collision with an 


accide 


Sherm 


which was involved in the capture of Grandmenil. 

In the last days of the month, the Amer 
continued to apply pressure upon the retr 
. By this time, the 5th Panzer Army 
replaced the 6th SS Panzer Army on the front line. As 
a result, Dietrich ordered the Das Reich Division to 
occupy an area south of the Ourthe; next to the 2nd 
(Army) Division and the 560th Volkgrenadier Division 
In addition, Lammerding's'ünits were again detached 


ing 


Germar 


to serve with other organizations. The Panzer 
ssancé Battalion, an artillery battalion and 
two infantry companies went to the 12th SS Panzer 
Division Hitlerjugend, while 3rd Battalion, Der Führer 
served with the 9th SS Panzer Division Hohenstaufen. 
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The rest of the regiment was attached to the 560th 


Volkgrenadier Division. 


SMALL-SCALE OPERATIONS 


As the year drew to a close, the soldiers of Das Reich 


spent most of their time engaged in patrolling and 


other small-scale actions. Although some high- 
officials still hy 


essive ope 


d ideas for 


ranking SS boured gra 


on, the divisions within 


another a 


their command — as well as those in other sectors 


learly in no condi- 


throughout the Ardennes — were 


tion to fulfill such visions. Instead, the Germans could 
do little more than hold their ground and try to beat 
back Allied counterattacks. 

In early January 1945, after a brief hiatus in the 


fighting, enemy forces struck elements of the Der 


Führer Regiment at a wooded area north of Magoster. 


Above: The long retreat begins again, as SS troops pass 
a PzKpfw V Panther tank which may well have been 
abandoned due to the chronic shortage of fuel, which 
resulted in much German equipment being lost. 


Supported by several Sherman tanks, American 


trymen pushed No. 5 and No. 7 Companies out 


ke up new 


of the area, forcing No. »pany to 


positions in the eastern part of the village. At this new 


location, the Americans hammered the-Germans with 


ous, shells and sent more 


mortar and phosph 
armoured and infantry/ niis into the area. Despite 
this pressure, the SS troops held their ground. 

While the Der Führer units were thus engaged, No. 9 


Company from the Deutschland Regiment fought the 


Americans in the northern part of Magoster. During 


the course of the morning, the Americans wore down 
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the Germans and gradually conquered much of the 
village. When the commander of the Deutschland 


company perished from a gunshot through the head, 
SS-Obersturmfithrer Georg Vilzmann, the commander 
of No. 5 Company, assumed overall control ‘and 
attempted to coordinate an effective defence. 


alled“in his baule 


Later in the day, Vilzmann re 
report that ‘we were now under fire from all sides and 


I decided to hold the remaining five houses and the 


chapel until the last’, By this time, he noted, ‘we were 


then involved in house-to-house fighting of an inten- 
sity which I had not met before in all my frontline 
service’. In the early afternoon, the Americans seized 


and more buildings. Now 
" 
tag band of soldiers refused to capitulate and were 


his tactical headquarte 
confined to two ruined houses, Vilzmann and hi 


determined to force the enemy to earn every square 
inch of ground taken from them. 
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Above: SS soldiers in a SdKfz 251 on the Luxembourg- 
Belgium border on 4 January 1945. By now the once- 
proud Das Reich Division was severely depleted, but still 
they kept trying to hold the Allies back. 


Although the Germans were willing to suffer high 


casualties in their fruitless effort to remain in 


Magoster, they realized that they were doomed when 


they ran out of bullets, After incinerating important 


ssages and other documents, Vilzmann sent 


maps, 


a final signal to his battalion. commander: 


"Amm up. Documents destroyed. 


ion 


Situation hopeless. No escape possible.’ By this time, 
only 15 of his men were still alive and ‘the enemy was 
now in the front room of the last ruined house’, 

Just. when Vilzmann and his surviving troops 
seemed as if they were about to perish, a Nebelwerfer 


unit from the Der Führer Regiment opened fire on the 
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village. While the shells tore into the attacking 
Americans, Vilzmann exploited the smoke cover 
created by the bombardment to lead his men out of 
danger. As the SS soldiers crept out of the village and 
headed down a road to Beffe, ‘two enemy spotter 
planes flying about 15 metres above ur heads tried 
10 stop our retreat by firing at us. Some of my men 
who had not been able @ follow us that far lay out in 
the open until dark, pretending to be dead 


SEVERE CASUALTIES 

During the course of the afternoon and evening, 
Vilzmann and other surviving members of the 
Magoster garrison trickled into battalion headquar- 
ters. Although the walking wounded had enough 
strength to traverse hostile territory and reach friend- 
“ave behind those 


ly forces, Vilzmann was forced to N 


who were too severely injured to flee the village. Re- 
assembled at battalion headquarters, No. 5 Company 
possessed a total strength of one officer, three non- 


commissioned officers and eight grenadiers. 

On 4 January, Bittrich ordered Das Reich to leave 
the battle zone and serve as a reserve unit. However, 
the division’$ regiments and battalions that had been 
dispersed to other organizations at various sectors 
throughout the Ardennes initially did not hear about 
t lines. Asa result, 


this order and remained at the fre 
more 


some of them suffered losses when the 
Americans opened a major offensive five days later. 
Directed to withdraw to Dochamps, Ist and 2nd 
Battalions, Der Führer Regiment retired from the 
front under the protection of a heavy artillery 
barrage. Because the companies in these battalions 
were so debilitated, they could not éven form rear- 
guards to cover their. slow-paced retreat. 
Continuously harassed during their withdrawal, the 


and 


SS troops formed defensive positions in the d: 
moved towards their objective at night until they 
linked up with their division. 

In mid-January, the Deutschland Regiment returned 
to the Westwall. By this time, Operation ‘Watch on 
the Rhine’ effectively came to an end as Das Reich and 
other German divisions headed toward the Rhine, 


and Allied armies steadily shrank the Ardennes 


salient. Within a month, all German units were on the 
east bank of the river preparing for an inevitable 
invasion of their homeland. Like other costly battles 
launched by Hitler and OKW, the Ardennes 
Offensive had produced several heroes. More than 60 
soldiers received the Knight's Cross of the Iron Cross 
for bravery or skilled leadership. Recipients included 
11 Waffen-SS veterans and seven of these men were 
members of the Das Reich Division. 

The Ardennes Offensive, or what the Allies called 
“The Battle of the Bulge’, was 
both sides. German losses included almost 82,000 
casualties, 324 demolished battle tanks and 320 
aircraft shot out of the sky or obliterated on the 
ground; Many armoured vehicles had been destroyed 
by their occupants to prevent them from falling into 
ny hands after running out of fuel. In contrast, 
the Allies suffered almost 77,000 casualties and los 
733 tanks and 592 warplanes, However, the British 
Americans were able to replace men and 
ile the German 


costly engagement for 


ene 


id th 
equipment with little difficulty, wl 
armed forces gradually bled to death, 

As the last major offensive launched by the Third 
Reich on the Western Front, Opération “Watch on 
the Rhine’ was an unqualified failure. For the men of 
the Waffen-SS, the Offensive was a signifi- 
t turning point in the war. For the first time since 
the outbreak of hostilities, their divisions were unable 
to fulfill their role as Hitler's ‘fire brigades’, stepping 
ds to plug gaps in the lines and launch 
aulis, At 


Ardenne: 


10 battle 
bold counterattacks that blunted enemy 
this stage in the war, the Waffen-SS was as depleted as 


'r branches of the German armed forces, and 


the oth 
was unable to continue performing such miracles. 
While the mauled units of Das Reich licked their 
wounds back in Germany, rumours circulated among 
the ranks about their next assignment: Even before 
the Ardennes Offensive had come fo an end, the 
tern 


sion received instructions to return to 
Europe and participate in a desperate battle to save 
Austria and Hungary from the Red Army. As the 
Third Reich Slipped into its death throes, the soldiers 
of the Waffen-SS prepared to make a final stand on 
behalf of their country. 


d 


APTER TEN 


If the situation in 
Eastern Front. Ever 
Army had been pushing 
Das Reich were called upon to 


closer to Germany. Now the remnants of 


e 


Aff 


it was even worse on the ` 
Operation ‘Citadel’ the Red 


'orm one last service for the Führer. 


ly 1944, 


Red 
a point 


Army. invaded 
1 re; River 
Danube 30km (18.6 miles) south of Budapest. Before 
the bulk of the € 


December the 


along the 


mmunist forces could cross the river 


ved in time to stall the advance 


€ man formations 

and establish the “Margarethe Positions’, a series of 
defensive “lines arrayed from the Plattensee (Lake 
Balaton) to the Hungarian capital. In response, Stavka 


redirected the Soviet offensi id concentrated its 


forces at a bend in the Danube north of Budapest 
La 


fronts la 


n the month, the 2nd and 3rd Ukra 


nched an attack on the city. After four d: 


of combat, the Russian 18th Tank Corps blocked the 


main road ru between Budapest and Vienna 


To the south, two Soviet armies seized Gir (or 


Esztergom) and established a bridgehead near the 


However, a German infa) 


town, ry division recap 


tured Esztergom in early Janu 


yand repulsed efforts 
to re-take the town. Despite this setback, the Red 
Army retained their bridgehead 

At Budapest, the Germans launched several unsuc 


cessful attacks at various sectors along the line in an 


Division for Operation ‘Spring Awakeni 


He died from 


the Soviet Union in 


eptember 1941. 
wounds sustained in Hungary on 5 May 1945. 


effort to raise the siege of the city. After crushing 


these actions, the Red Army took the capital on 12 
February. With this task accomplished, the Soviets 


were now able to commit most of their forces to an 


asion of the oil-refining region of southern 


y. If this area were to fall into Russian hands, 


the Third Reich would forfeit its primary source of 


fuel and thus be unable to continue the war. The loss 


of Hungary would al: 


deprive the Germans of a vital 


Fine BRIGADES 


To such from befalling 


[c 


prevent a catastrophe 


any, Hitler pulled his Waffen-SS divisions from 


the Western Front and dispatched them to the 
Margarethe Positions‘. In fact, the 6th SS Panzer 
Army had received orders to that effect even before 


the fall of Bu t time in the war, the 


Das Reich Division and other SS fo 


est. For the 


nations were to 


in counteroffensive that 


partici a despera 
stood little chance of success against powerful and 
determined adversaries 


Hitler called his new plan of attack against the 


Soviets Operation’ ‘Spring Awakening’. The German 
or ions involved in the offensive were Army 
Group South and Army Group South-East, which 


were supposed to destroy the 3rd Ukrainian Front 
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and other formations occupying an area situated 
within the River Drau, the Danube and Lake Balaton. 
Attached to Army Group, South, the 6th SS Panzer 
Army, the German 6th and 8th Armies, and! the 
Hungarian 3rd Army were to drive to the south, while 


the armies of Army Group, South-East strück eastward. 


Thus cr 
to crush enemy forces trapped w 


ating a pincer formation, the two army groups 
the ar 


wer 


No SURPRISE 

Unfortunately for the Germans 
by Ope 
e reports indicated the presence of 


the Red Army would 


not be surprise 
When intellige 
Das Reich and other SS divisions within the 


ion ‘Spring Awakening’. 


a, 
Stavka advised its field commanders to expect an 


attack that would be launched sometime between late 


February and early March. Moreover, the Soviet High 


Above: Seen here in 1943 is Sepp Dietrich (left, leaning) 
the overall commander of the 6th SS Panzer Army in 
Hungary, of which Das Reich was a part. Although a 
supporter of Hitler, he refused to waste men's lives. 


Command correctly anticipated that the offensive 
would take place near Lake Balaton. Thus, Marshal 
“1. Tolbukhin, the commander of the 3rd Ukrainian 
Front, cı 


red his sector with anti-tank trenches, 


minefields and concentrated units armed with anti 
tank weapons. 

As a member of Army: Group, South, the 6th SS 
Panzer Army was to advance along the Sarviz Canal 
and sever enemy communications across the Danube. 
I S$\Panzer Corps comprised the centre of the 
formation, while II SS Panzer Corps served as the left 
wing and I Cavalry Corps occupied the right. Still 
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attached to II Corps, the 2nd SS Panzer Division Das 
Reich’ was now under the command of SS- 
Gruppenführer Werner Ostendorff. After punching 
through enemy lines, the SS divisions were to press 
forwards until they reached Dunaföldvar along the 
Danube, then turn north and assail Budapest. 


Earty THAW 

Although ‘Spring Awakening’ was supposed to begin 
on 8 March, Sepp Dietrich and other high-ranking SS 
officers feared that unfavourable weather conditions 
might prevent their troops from arriving by the start 
date of the offensive. An early spring thaw had melt- 
ed the snow that covered the Hungarian countryside, 
saturating the land with water and creating large 
swamps and mud-pits through which the soldiers had 
to march, Moreover, the moist terrain prevented 
trucks and even tanks from moving forwards, unless 
they remained on roads that were strong enough to 
support convoys of military vehicles. Few such facili- 
ties existed within this part of Hungary. 

After the war, Dietrich reflected on the difficulties 
that his army faced even before the opening shots were 
fired in the offensive: "The marshy terrain, impassable 
for. panzer units, held 132 of our vehicles fast in the 
mud and 15 Royal Tigers sank up to their turrets.” 
Frustrated by this transportation problem, he and other 
field commanders pleaded with OKW to postpone the 
operation to a date that would enable armoured units 
to reach their starting points on time. However, their 
requests fell on deaf ears. 

Although the two infantry regiments inthe Das 
Reich Division had received replacements, the new 
le to receive adequate training in 
Moreover, this new transfusion 
of manpower was insufficient and the division was not 
up to full strength at the start of Operation ‘Spring 
Awakening’. In fact, 2nd Battalion, Deutschland 
Regiment could not participate in the opening stages 
of the attack because it was still too weak. By 1945, 
Germany and its allies seemed as if they were running 
out of men to die for the Axis cause. 

On 2 March, the division moved to its concentra- 
tion area. The lack of roads and continuing snowfall 


recruits were not 


time for the offen: 


ensured that the journey to the front would be both 
miserable and time-consuming. For the last 20km 
(12 miles) of their trip, the SS soldiers had to march 
through the mud to their destination because OKH 
did not want to risk giving away the element of 
surprise by moving groups of transport vehicles so 
close to the front. Since the Soviets already suspected 
an upcoming offensive near Budapest, this precau- 
tion was clearly unnecessary. 

As he watched his troops struggling through the 
swampy terrain, Willi Bittrich, the commander of II 
SS Panzer Corps, suspected that they could not 
possibly reach their-concentration areas by the start 
time of the’ attack, which was scheduled for the 
morning of 6 March. Nevertheless, his superiors 
balked at his request to postpone the date of the 
‚offensive. On that day, recalled a soldier in the Das 
Reich Division's Artillery Regiment, ‘we fired a heavy 
barrage behind which our grenadiers should have 
attacked. They did not because they could not and 
the barrage only served to warn the enemy’ 

The infantry units arrived several hours later, and 
charged the enemy the next morning after a much 
shorter bombardment. Their task was to reach the 
Danube and establish ‚a, bridgehead between 
Dunaföldvar and Dunapentele. Because of the soft 
terrain, the grenadiers had to attack without aid from 
the divisional armoured units. Despite this depriva- 
tion, the SS battalions over-ran several lines of trench- 
es and captured useful high ground. 

Butas the German grenadiers pressed forward, the 
Red Army threw more reinforcements in their way, 
and the advance gradually slowed down and stalled. 
During the attack, SS field officers informed their 
divisional and corps commanders that they did not 
have enough men to carry on Operation ‘Spring 
Awakening’. Bittrich and other high-ranking officers 
passed this information along’ to OKH and OKW, 
only to receive a laconic: demand that the SS divisions 
should continue assailing enemy forces. 

Meanwhile, Das Reich received a new divisional 
commander when Ostendorff was mortally wounded 
near Stuhlweissenburg in early March. His replace- 
ment was SS-Standartenführer Rudolf Lehmann, who 
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led the organiz: 
in time until the 


ion until mid-April. From that point 


nd of the war, 


S-Standartenführer 
Karl Kreutz assumed control of the Das Reich Division, 
serving as its last commander 

Although the 
forward into the Red Army, 


infantry units continued to press 


nior officers in Army 
Group South eventually realized that the offensive 


did not stand any realistic chance of success. By 


mid-March, aefial reconnaissance reports indicated 


that the Soviets were planning to launch a powerful 


Below: SS panzergrenadiers from the 6th SS Panzer Army 
hitch a ride on a PzKpfw IV tank in early 1945. By this 
stage of the war supplies of food, clothing and equipment 
were scarce, 


counterattack. Near the town of Stuhlweissenburg, 
the Red Army moved about 3000 vehicles to the line 
in preparation for a strike toward the Plattensee in an 
effort to isolate the SS divisions. 

On 16 March, the Soviet attack be 
It effectively brought Operation ‘Spring Awak 


as predicted. 


ng 
of the Das 


to an inglorious end. Suddenly, the soldie 


Reich Division found themselves fighting enemies that 


were attacking from three directions. After pushing 


back the 6th (Wehrmacht) Army, Soviet armoured 


forces drove around Szekesfehervar and. practically 


encircled the 6th SS Panzer Army. 
Bewwe 


Reich Division fought tenaciously to maintain a narrow 


Stublweissenburg and Varpalota, the Das 


corridor that enabled the army to escape. After the SS 
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is slipped through the closing pocket, they 


eated to positions south-east of the River Raab. By 


this time, 2nd Battalion, Regiment Deutschland was at 


full strength and had arrived to prepare the; German 
defences and keep the Red Army at bay for short time. 


Lack OF SUPPORT 
While trying to halt the Soviet juggernaut, some SS 


soldiers noticed that the Hungarian divisions seemed 


as if they were dropping out of the war. Instead of 
taking up positions with the Germans along the front 
line, their allies were moving back and forth to 
different locations, avoiding combat with the Red 
» units even lacked 


Army. Moreover, many Hungari 


weapons for their soldiers but had abundant amounts 


of food in their field kitchens and ration trains. 


Above: 
Hungary. One of the reasons for laund 


tuG III assault guns move up to the front line in 


g Operati 
‘Spring Awakening’ was to secure the Hungarian oil fields 


as a precious source of fuel for the Third Reich. 


During a brief hiatus in the fighting, some German 
soldiers extracted rations from their war-weary allies. 
One t 


sport driver from the Das Reich Division 
recalled stopping his truck in front of 4 Hungarian 
field kitchen and lining up with his comrades to 
The cook filled our mess 
tins with potatoes, cabbage, meat [all rare commodi 


indulge in the local cuisine: 


ties for the 
f 


and burned like fire." 


Germatis at this stage of the war] and a 


ry red sauce, It was made of paprika and pepperoni 
After consuming this goulash 


with a cup of wine, he ‘spent the next three days 
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drinking water wherever I found it, Not until the end 
of the third day could I breathe properly again.” 

Meanwhile, Army Group South retreated to the 
west in the face of the Red Army's overwhelming 
numerical superiority. The withdrawal proceeded in 
an orderly manner until a Hungarian cavalry division 
abruptly bolted the area, creating a gap that exposed 
the left flank of II SS Panzer Corps. As Soviet troops 
poured into this hole in the German lines, the 
Deutschland Regiment fought a costly battle to keep 
the enemy from achieving a breakthrough. By this 
time, more replacements had arrived to add more 
strength to the worn-out SS units, but many of these 
men were sailors who lacked experience in land- 
based fighting. 


Hitter UNHAPPY 

Meanwhile, soldiers within the SS divisions heard that 
their beloved Fiihrer was displeased with their 
performance in Hungary. In fact, Hitler was even 
planning to order the men in the Waffen-SS to cut off 
their cuff titles as a gesture of contempt for their 
failure tọ stop the Soviet war machine. Although 
Dieuicli's troops had already removed these articles 
from their uniforms as a security precaution, they 
appreciated the symbolism behind this order. Some 
SS soldiers retained their faith in Hitler and assumed 
that he had been misinformed about the situation in 
Hungary, while others became disillusioned. 
Dietrich's Chief of Staff urged his immediate superi- 
or to ask Berlin if the Führer also wanted thé cuff 
titles of those killed and maimed in battle. 

By the end of the month, the-Soviets had pushed 
into the Vertes Mountains, and decimated several 
German units in their path. Using large tank forma- 
tions and squadrons of fighter-bombers, the Red 
Army punched large holes into the lines held by 
Army Group South. At Stuhlweissenburg, the Das 
Reich Assault Company and other SS battle groups 
tried to hinder the Russian drive across Hungary, only 
hoved aside with terrible losses. 

Initially containing 250 men, the Das Reich Assault. 
Company confronted an enemy force that included 
40 T-34 battle tanks. One of the surviving members of 


to be 


the SS battle group noted in his account that the 
Soviets ‘bombarded us from every direction. Waves of 
Russian soldiers came storming towards us, advancing 
through their own barrage which increased in inten- 
sity’. During the course of the day, the battle group 
struggled with their small infantry weapons against 
Red Army tanks. By the time it was pulled from the 
lines, the unit had only 15 survivors. 

With these SS units crushed, the Russians easily 
captured Stuhlweissenburg. From this area, the Red 
Army moved across the River Raab and into Körmend 
and Steinamanger, near the Austrian province of 
Burgenland. Within this region, the 6th SS Panzer 
Corps occupied new positions east of the 
Neusiedlersee, a large lake located south-east of 
Vienna. After slowing the Soviet advance into Austria, 
Das Reich and other SS divisions pulled back to an 
area closer to the city. 

In early April the 3rd Ukrainian Front descended 
upon Vienna. After surrounding the city on three 
sides, Tolbukin developed a plan of attack. Whilé 
1 Guards Motorized Corps assailed Vienna from the 
south-east, V Tank Guards Corps and IX Guards 
Motorized Corps were to strike fromthe south-west. To 
keep the Germans contained within the city, Tolbukin 
dispatched a blocking force to a hilly area west of the 
city. Meanwhile, the 46th Army, 2nd Ukrainian Front 
approached Vienna from the north-east. 

Within Vienna, Dietrich assigned Das Reich 
Division the task of guarding a collection of bridges 
situated across the Danube. At the same time, the Der 
Führer Regiment occupied an area near the eastern 
suburb of Leopoldsdorf. For nine days, the soldiers in 
the division fought in brutal, house-to-house battles 
as the Soviets used their substantial numerical superi- 
ority in manpower to push back the Germans and 
take one bridge after another, Beneath the streets, 
German and Soviet detachments battling for control 
of the sewers torched each Other with flame-throwers. 

After launching several waves of frontal assaults, 
the 2nd Ukrainian Front opened a large gap between 
Der Führer and Deutschland. To close this opening, an 
independent detachment known as Battle Group 


Hauser arrived and took up positions between the two 
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infantry regiments at Münchedorf. When the battle 
e, it attacked three E348 that 


"stroying one t 


group reached the vill 


ak and chas- 


were crossing a bridge, c 


way the other two. 


With this task accomplished, the battle 


"up con- 
solidated its control over Münchedorf. Meanwhile, a 
n Das Reich Division's head- 


messenger arrived fre 


quarters, notifying Hans Hauser that his troops were 


to retain the village for at least three days until the 


division ablished a solid front behind the battle 


group. Fortunately for the unit, Hauser and his troops 
were fighting enemy forces led by officers with little 
imagination or initiative. In his account of the fight 


for Münchedorf, he noted that ‘the Russians had not 


Above: Weary SS panzergrenadiers prepare to launch 


ny. Th of 6th SS 


another assault against the Red Aı 


Panzer Army could only hope to delay the inevitable, as 
halting the Soviet advance was utterly beyond the 


carried out proper reconnaissance in our sector 
Otherwise, ‘it would have been easy.for them to have 
bypassed the village on both sides and to have cut us 
off. Instead, they persisted iii making frontal assaults 

After four days of Combat, these costly human-wave 
attacks took their toll on Battle Group Hauser, forcing 
it to pull back and relinquish part of the village 
However, the detachment had fulfilled its mission by 


this time and thus received permission to withdraw 
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and link up with the Der Führer Regiment. Otto 
Weidinger, the regimental commander, praised 
Hauser and his troops for their discipline and 
courage. In his report, Weidinger wrote, ‘thanks to 


Hauser's inspired leadership and his tireless personal 


ý 


aple the Russian attacks failed’. As a result 
Weidinger's Ist 
nding officer had been 


Hauser assumed command of 
Battalion, whose comm: 
killed. The Der 


suggested to his superiors that Hauser be awarded the 


Whrer Regiment's commander also 


Knight's Cross, 


Despite this momentary triumph, conditions wors- 


ened for Das Reich and other German divisions as the 
Red Army continued to penetrate their lines. On 5 
April, the SS troops withdrew to a perimeter 


surrounding the inner city of Vienna. Although a full- 


scale battle was now spreading throughout the city, 


local, residents actually continued with their daily 
routines, commuting to work, operating cafes and 
taverns, and shopping in the markets. Amid this 
surreal atmosphere, anti-Nazi Austrian partisans 
sniped at the beleaguered SS units. Meanwhile, Soviet 
armoured units pressed into these new positions from 
two directions, forcing the Germans to retire to the 
Danube Canal. 

In his account of this retreat, a soldier iih the Das 
Reich Division Artillery Regiment recalled marching 
with the rest of the Div 
which the 


ion through the “eye of the 


corridor assault guns of 


needle 


Below: The last months of the war were days of constant 


struggle for the men of the Das Reich Division, but they 


maintained their fighting spirit despite the enormous 


that the division had suffered over the last year, 


FINAL BATTLES 


"Grossdeutschland" [Panzer Division] were holding 


open’. Not surprisingly, travelling through this thin 
passage was a harrowing experience for the soldiers 
of the SS regiments and battalions, who had to move 
p 
firing bullets and shells into them. Although the 
it could not remain there 
for very long. Soviet troops pushed across the water- 
way at an area held by the 4th Panzer Division, 
forcing the Das Reich Division to pull back to the 
Florisdorf Bridge to avoid being encircled. 

n concentrated at the 


t enemy artillery-, armoured- and infantry units 


division reached the ca 


On 9 April, the div 


itory cove 


bridge and a large piece of t ing both 
banks of the Danube. By this time, its two infantry 
regiments had sustained such heavy losses that they 


were now roughly the size of battalions. Despite 


these debilitating casualty rates, the SS troops were 
still motivated to fight. A junior officer within the 
division noted that ‘the most shameful thing was to 


Above: Former allies now fighting for the Red Army 
Bulgarian troops advance during an attack on a village in 
March 1945. Support for the Nazi cause in Eastern 
Europe had all but disappeared, even in Austri 


leave one’s comrades in the lurch. In war there was 
the risk of being killed’, Howe 


rds were certain to die. The Division had spent 


r, ‘traitors and cow- 


weeks in battle but not one man thought of running 
away. In battle one has many chances i 


but no one escaped the execution squa 

Within their new perimeter, the: S 
excavated trenches in parks and.sports facilities and 
converted houses into fortified positions. For two 
days, they held their ground and repelled several 
attacks, although they were also suffering high rates 
of casualties from artillery and sniper fire. "We fought 
the Russians on the ground, below ground in the s 
ers and above ground against the Red Air Force," 
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recalled a veteran field officer of the division, ‘whose 
planes swarmed like flies over the city, striking every- 
thing indiscriminately’. 

Gradually, the 3rd Ukrainian Front pushed into 
the divisional perimeter and forced the SS troops into 
a bridgehead that was only a few-hundred meters in 
circumference, Within. this area, the Soviets ha 
mered the Germians mercilessly with frequent 
ardments. Meanwhile, the 
few Panthers and other armoured vehicles that were 
still intact back and forth, 
protecting sectors that seemed in danger of being 
overrun, On 11 April, an entire panzer company had 
to leave the arca to aid the 4th Panzer Division, which 
had lost every one of its tanks in combat. 

The following day, SS-Standartenführer Lehmann 
determined that his division could not hold the 
Florisdorf Bridge much longer and thus began prepa- 
rations for an evacuation to new positions up river at 
Melk and Saint Pölten. By this time, the Soviet 
conquest of Vienna was only a matter of time. To 
ensure a relatively safe withdrawal, he ordered an 
armoured detachment to cross the severely damaged 
bridge to the southern bank of the Danube and 
reinforce that side of the bridgehead. 

Once on the other side, the German Panthers 
anks and anti-tank units. 
nz Boske, the commander of No. 6 Company, 
Panzer Regiment, described the intensity of the ensu- 
ing battle. ‘A hit in the hull on the driver's side set my 
vehicle alight and mortally wounded both the driver 
and the radio operator, he recalled, "bur we others 
leapt clear. I fell badly and shattered my right heel. 
Our Panther burned for several hours.’ After endur- 
ing this ordeal, he and his crew went back across the 
bridge on foot, while the other Panthers withdrew 
from the area. 

Later in the day, the Das Reich Division and other 
German formations began pulling out of Vienna and 
headed west towards Melk and Saint Pölten. By 13 
April, the city was in the hands of the Soviets. During 


artillery and mortar bomb 


drove continuously 


soon confronted enemy 
Karl Hei 


this retreat across rutted paths filled with mud, Red 
Army troops harassed the divisional rearguard with 


infantry and artillery 


trikes. As the rearguard passed 


m - 


through the village of Bisamberg, the Soviet attacks 
intensified. Eventually, some of the Germans fell into 
Russian captivity. 

At Melk, the soldiers of the Das Reich Di 
able to take a short break from the fighting and 
receive new replacements. Many of these recruits 
were fire-fighters from Dresden. During this hiatus; 
Lehmann received an order directing the main part 
of his m to proceed to that city. Meanwhile, 
most of the Deutschland Regiment was to go to the 
border town of Passau and help repel an Ameri 
that area, When these orders had 
ision, the Der Fi 
southern'Czechoslovakia and never rejoined the rest 
of the division at Dresden. Thus, for the rest of the 
war, the 2nd SS P: ion Das Reich was divided 
into various groups and would never again fight as 
unified organization. 


Tank WRECKING 

As the bulk of the division withdrew to Germany, the 
Panzer Regiment performed rearguard action near 
Saint Pölten. At the time, the armonréd unit still pos- 
sessed 22 Panthers, five recovery vehicles, and one 
Tiger II. When the Das Reich Division reached 
Dresden, the Panzer Regiment prepared to disband 
and destroy its tanks so that they would not fall into 
the hands of the Red Army. While preparing for this 
action, the commander of No. 2 Company noted that 
‘the day was absolutely quiet and my thoughts 
returned to the events of the past years’. 

Before wrecking the tanks, his company staged a 
final pay parade. During this ceremony, the comman- 
der recalled, ‘after my favourite marching song had 
been sung I made a short speech thanking my com- 
rades for their efforts on behalf of our people and for 


ision were 


an 


offensive in 


reached the dit 


hrer Regiment was in 


zer Div 


a 


the nation. They were now, he declared, ‘released 
from military discipline as sell as from the oath of 
allegiance which they had sworn, We sang the nation- 
al anthem and then Í went along the ranks shaking 
each man by the hand.’ Some of his troops were 
residents of Vienna who received orders to leave 
promptly so that they could look after their 
endangered families. Then he directed the rest of his 
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command to board a truck that would take them to 
an area under American occhpätion 

After disbanding his company, the officer 
remained with a small detachment to destroy the 
tanks. F 


noted, the der 


the soldiers carrying out this duty, he 


ition of their armoured vehicles was 


4 profound moment of sadness: "With a lump in our 
throats we fired at and destroyed our panzers one 
after the other. The feeling which this aroused in us 


anot be described in words. The Tiger II would not 
die and we had to fire several rounds into it before it 
caught alight. 


Above: Czech partisans search their SS prisoner for 
hidden weapons or valuable goods worth looting. SS 


prisoners were lucky if they were handed over to the 


Allies, even the Soviets: many were never seen ag; 


As if staying by the side of dying comrades during 
their last moments of fife, the panzer detachment 
watched as the tánks burned and exploded, The com: 
pany commatider noted that ‘the wall of flames was 


split by one mighty detonation after another as the 


ammunition inside the panzers exploded, The death 
throes of the vehicles which had become part of 
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at.’ With 


this task accomplished, the detachment boarded a 


ourselves, seemed to be a symbol of our defi 


truck and headed towards the American zone of 
occupation in the former Third Reich 

Meanwhile, the main part of the Deutschland 
Regiment spent the rest of the war fighting minor 
skirmishes with American units at Saint Pölten 
During this period, German forces throughout the 
area received the news that Hitler was dead. On 8 
May, after 6th SS Panzer Army headquarters ordered 
the regiment to surrender, the officers of the 
Deutschland Regiment held a final parade, distributed 
medals and then capitulated to the Americans. 


However, a battalion-size detachment from the 


regiment was still in operation against the Red Army 


near Prague. 


m 


Left: An SS officer signals to his men while a building 
burns behind him. By April 1945 the Das Reich Division 
had been split into several battlegroups and was no longer 
functioning as a coherent unit, 


Stationed at an airport situated roughly 5km 
(3 miles) east of the Czech capital, this Deutschland 
battle group contained 1300 men distributed into 
eight Some 
tits, while others were baule-hardened veterans 


companies members were green 


re 


responsible for holding the formation together 
Be 
German armed forces at this stage in the war, many 


ges that afflicted the 


ause of obvious supply shor 


members of this detachment did not even have prop: 


er uniforms, and w med with old carbines 


only 30 rounds of ammunition. 


RENEGADE ATTACK 

April, the SS-Sturmbannführer 
commanding the Deutschland baule group received a 
azi Russian division 


At the end of 


message indicating that a pro- 
with 18,000 men had just switched sides and was now 


heading toward Prague in an effort to tesióre the city 
to Czech control. A few days later, he received 


1 
order directing him to block the renegade division 
while protecting the airport from local insurgents. By 
early May, the Russians had arrived and a pitched 


battle for the airport ensued. Hopelessly outnum- 


bered, the SS troops held their ground as well as they 
could when a Luftwaffe officer informed their 
commander that OKW had 
pr 
German arr 


ist issued a directive 


claiming the unconditional surrender of all 


1 forces to the All 


Like other German servicemen, the soldiers of the 
Deutschland battle group did not wish to fall into 
Soviet captivity and thus sought to capitulate to the 
Americans. Surrounded by Russian 1foops and Czech 


partisans at the airport, the detachment broke out of 


ided west toward the 


its perimeter on 8 May and h 


town of Saaz. Tó.erisüre a successful drive through 


enemy lines, a rearguard unit comprised of 120 men 
kept the Russians preoccupied. En route to their 
destination, the SS troops were supposed to board 
Luftwaffe transport vehicles at a designated area 
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However, the airmen failed to apy The battle 
group pressed forward with its wounded personnel 
on its own SPs and trucks. 

As the SS troops moved closer to-Sáaz, they 
learned that Russian armoured units were blocking 
into the town. Thus, the Germans 


all roads leadin, 
would have to disperse into companysize units and 
travel through the countryside on foot to have the 
slightest chance of reaching the Americans. Moving 
through wooded areas under the cover of darkness, 
some members of the battle group managed to cross 
the American lines at Pilsen. However, most of them 
were either killed or captured by Russian troops or 
Czech partisans. 

Meanwhile, the Der Führer Regiment received an 
order dispatching it to Prague in order to carry out a 


Above: A map showing Operation ‘Spring Awakening’ and 
the subsequent closing moves of the war in Hungary, 
Austria and Czechslovakia. Although the Waffen-SS fought 
well, they could not hold the Red Army back. 


rescue operation. As the Red Army pushed deeper 
into the country, the Allgemeine SS administration that 
had been governing the city developed a plan to 
evacuate local German residents before they suffered 
of Czech partisans, In 


reprisals from the Russi 
, Otto Weidinger led his regiment towards 
Prague to perform’ this operation. After almost six 


early Ma 


years of participating in a vicious war of aggression on 
behalf lof the Nazi regime, the Der Führer Regiment 
was to spend the last days of its existence carrying out 


a mission of mercy. 


m 


SS-DAS REICH 


As the regiment approached Prague after a 
three-day journey, the SS soldiers noticed the erosion 
of German authority while passing through the 
suburbs of the capital. Czech national flags flew on 
top of houses and buildings, while disarmed German 
soldiers filed out the city after turning their weapons 
into partisans, In one suburb, Czech insurrectionists 
had constructed a large barricade from cobblestones 
that had been torn up from the streets. For several 
hours; Der Führer Regiment troops were busy disman- 
ling the obstruction while enemy snipers fired at 
them. By nightfall, the Germans had cleared an open- 
ing large enough for the vehicles to pass through and 
the column moved forward. 

Later that night, the regiment stopped in front of a 
bridge. It was occupied by partisans, who fired their 
rifles and machine guns at the approaching SS sol- 
diers. For several hours, until the following morning, 
Weidinger kept his men in defensive positions. During 
a street battle that ensued, a German and a Czech 
Army officer approached the regimental commander 
and offered to serve as intermediaries between the 
two belligerents, While waiting for these two emis- 
saries to return with a truce allowing them to enter the 


city, the SS soldiers gathered fuel, rations and ammu- 
nition from nearby supply areas. The regiment also 
received German soldiers and airmen who flocked to 
the SS perimeter and joined the rescue mission. 


ARMISTICE 

By mid-afternoon, Weidinger grew impatiem-arid 
was just about to order an artillery bombardment 
against the partisans when the officers returned, 
informing him that the German garrison in Prague 
and the Czech rebels had agreed to an armistice. 
Thus able to cross the bridge and drive into the 
city, the Der Führer Regiment linked up with the 
German military and SS governors at the 
Hradschin Palace. By this time, a rescue committee 
directed by Her Highness Ingeborg Alix, Princess 
Stephanie of Schaumburg-Lippe, had already 
moved about 500 German women and children 
from Prague to safety in Bavaria. Within the city, 
the Princess worked on the staff of the local SS 


m 


bureaucracy, which was responsible for administer- 
ing Nazi policies in Czechoslovakia. 

In May 1945, Princess Stephanie noted that 
‘absolute chaos reigned in Prague and we were at its 
centre’. Although a truce between the Germans and 
the Czech partisans was supposed to be in effect, 
snipers continued to shoot into the palace from adja- 
cent buildings. ‘Outside on the pavements lay dead 
and wounded people,’ she observed, ‘including sev- 
eral women. I myself witnessed how one woman with 
a shopping basket, walking along a relatively quiet 
street during a pause in the fighting, was shot dead.’ 
In her opinion, ‘the bullet which killed her certainly 
did not come from a German weapon’. 

As the soldiers of the Der Führer Regiment gathered 
the German residents of the city into a truck convoy, 
Weidinger and other officers determined that they 
would not leave behind a single refugee. With many of 
their trucks overloaded, the SS troops prepared for their 
trip to Pilsen, To facilitate their departure, the Czechs 
removed roadblocks and left signs directing the convoy 
out of the city, Collectively, the Germans used about 
1000 vehicles. Around this time, Weidinger and his men 
learned that the new Führer of the Third Reich, Grand 
Admiral Karl Dönitz, had agreed to the unconditional 
surrender of Germany to the Allied powers. 

Before the convoy left Prague, the SS soldiers 
heard about a trainload of German troops who had 
been abandoned in the city railway station. After the 
regiment had spent more time collecting these men 
and squeezing them onto the trucks, a group of 
female SS signallers arrived and joined the proces- 
sion out of the capital. Apparently safe from vengeful 
Czech partisans and Red Army forces, the long 
column headed for the American zone. 

On the morning of 9 May, a German general and a 
Czech colonel stopped the convoy and otdered the SS 
troops to surrender their firearms, After directing his 
men to spike their weapons, Weidinger complied with 
the demand and this received permission to continue 
to Pilsen. Before resuming the journey, he staged a 
final pay parade and distributed rations to his troops. 
Later in the day, the SS soldiers reached the American 
zone, unloaded their passengers from their vehicles, 
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and drove to Rokiczany. At this Bohemian town, the 
1 US 
Infantry Division. Meanwhile, the rest of the division 


Der Führer Regiment surrendered to the 2 


capitulated in areas around Dresden. 
Scattered into separate battle groups, the 2nd 


'SS-Panzer-Division Das Reich thus disbanded, 


along 
with all the other Waffen-SS formations. Many of the 


soldiers who were fortünate enough to elude Soviet 


captivity were ‚able to return home after a brief 


period of internment. Others had to answer for atroc- 


ities committed at Tulle, Oradoursur-Glane and 


other places, Those who fell into the hands of the 


Below: SS troops in Prague at the end of the war. The last 


task for the Der Führer Regiment in May 19 


was a mercy 
mission, rescuing German refugees from the advancing 
Red Army and Czech partisans. 


Red Army were either executed right away or sent 
east to perform hard labour for several years. 
After almost si 


years of ferocious combat through- 
out Europe, the soldiers of Das Reich and other 
Waffen-SS divisions developed a reputation for disci- 
pline, bravery and cold-blooded ruthlessness rarely 
seen in the history of warfare. "There was agreement 
in this point,’ Paul Hausser asserted in his post-war 
memoirs, ‘that a warrior spirit was to be found in the 
Waffen-SS which was never equalled or ever surpassed 
id SS. 
»nounc 


by any other formation.’ In his history of the 
Panzer Divisio 


, James Lu 


cas concurred, p 


ing this assertion "o exaggeration but rather a sober 
appraisal of the fighting ability of that formation and 


ie of 


the men who were part of it’, During the cou 


the war, the men of Das Reich Division left their mark 


upon battlefields from Bordeaux to Moscow. 


CHAPTER ELEVEN 


nittéd, and the history of the 
céption to that rule. 


D the course of its existence under various 
names, the 2nd SS Panzer Division Das Reich had 


several different commanders, Some, such as Paul 


Hausser, Georg Keppler, Walter Krüger and Heinz 
Lammerding, led, the division for several months. 
Others commanded it for only a few weeks. Along with 
ranking officers, the division also had many 


soldiers who distinguished themselves in battle and 


helped create a mystique for the Waffen-SS as a 


formidable and destructive force in World War II 


Ernst BARKMANN 

Born in 1919 near Bad Segeberg, Holstein, Ernst 
Barkmann was making a living as a farmer on his 
April 


ned 


father's land when he received a draft notice i; 
1939, Instead of serving in the Wehrmacht, he 


the Germania Regiment, one of the c 
Verfügungstruppen that comprised the nucleus of the 
Waffen-SS. divisions. 
Russia, where he was wounded, Barkmann rose to the 
rank of SS-Oberscharfühi 


for European SS volunteers in the Neth 


After serving in Poland and 


and beca n instructor 


me 


lands. In 


Left: S$-Hauptsturmführer Fritz Klingenberg, seen here in 
1941 after he was personally awarded the Knight's Cross 
of the Iron Cross by Hitler for his part in the capture of 


l. He died in March 1945. 


Budapes 


1942, he went back into action, serving in No. 2 
iment, Das Reich 


Company, 2nd SS Panzer Re; 


Division on the Eastern Front 


In 1944, Barkmann became a legendary hero iti 
the Waffen-SS when he and his crew destroyed asmany 
as 50 enemy tanks during the Normandy Campaign. 
Bef 
including the Knight's Cross of the Iron Cross, for his 


e the end of the war, he won several awards, 


bravery and skilled leadership. Afier seeing action in 
the Ardennes Offensive and in the final battles in 
Austria and Hungary, Barkmann surrendered to 


British troops. 


Orro Baum 
A native of Swabia, Otto Baum was born in 1911 and 
was an early volunteer who served in the SS- 

During the war 
nd Russia. Di 
the Soviet Union, he was a battalion commander in 
d Totenkopf Infantry Regiment-and won the 
Knight's Cross for his performance at Demjansk, In 
1943, he 
earned the Oak Leaves medal, and became 


Verfügungstruppen he fought in 


Poland, France ng the invasion of 


the 


recovered from severe battle injuries 


r tal commander, Eventually promoted to the 


rank o£ SS-Oberführer, he assumed command of the 


Das Reich Division in July 1944 and oversaw 


operations in the Falaise Pocket 
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WiLLi Birtricu 

Born in the Harz Mountains, Willi Bittrich was a 
decorated army officer and pilot in World War I. After 
med forces of the Weimar govern- 
34 and 
later commanded the, Deutschland Regiment in 


serv 


g in the 
ment, he joined the SS-Verfügungseruppen in 1 


ront he won the 


Poland and France. On-the Easter 
Knight's Cross and later assumed command of the 
Das Reich Division, which he led until the end of 1941. 
As the chief officer of II SS Panzer Corps, he distin- 
guished himself in Normandy and received the Oak 
Leaves, By the end of the war, he had risen to the rank 
of SS-Obergruppenführer und General der Waffen-SS. 


Kurt BRASACK 

The commander of the divisional Artillery Regiment 
g of 1943, SS-Oberführer Kurt Brasack 
d of the Das Reich 


in the sp 


assumed temporary comm 
Division when Herbert Ernst Vahl was wounded in 


combat. After running-the division for a little more 


than two weeks, Brasack relinquished command to 
Walter Kröger During the war, Brasack won the 


German Gross in Gold, 


Otro Dickmann 

A veteran of some of the greatest battles fought on 
the Eastern Front, Otto Dickmann eventually 
achieved the rank of SS-Sturmbannführer and com- 
manded Ist Battalion, Der Führer Rey 
Das Reich Division was in France during the'spring. 


ent while thé 


and summer of 1944. A dedicated servant of the 
Waffen-SS and its ideological doctrines, he enthusias- 
tically carried out anti-partisan operations within the 


country, executing civilians in retaliation for 


Resistance activity. In June 1944, while the division 
Was moving north from Montauban in order to help 
repelthe Allied landings in Normandy, a local insur- 


gënt group kidn 


r killed, his colleague 


pped, and la 
and good friend, SS-Srurmbannführer Helmut Kampfe 
During a fruitless search for Kampfe, Dickmann 


led his No. 3 Company into Oradour-sut 


his troops failed to locate Kampfe within the town, 
Dickmann ordered them to shoot its male residents 
d lock the women and children inside-a church, 
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which was then torched, Killing 642 people, the 
company returned to the regiment and resumed the 
journey to Normandy. Although Dickmann was tried 


for his actions, the court-martial failed to reach a 


verdict and he remained in command of his 
b 


campaign, he stepped out of his bunker without 


ttalion. On 30 June, during the Normandy 


wearing his helmet and quickly died from a shell 


ter that hit him in the hea 


spl 


Almost eight years after the war, a French courtcon- 
victed several of Dickmann’s German and Alsatian sol- 
diers for carrying out the atrocity at Oradour. Two of 
them received death sentences and another 18 went to 
ars. Both death 


prison for terms ranging from 8 to 12 
sentences were later commuted and most of the others 
received pardons or were released for time served. 
Another 42 German soldiers received death sentences 
in absentia but were never extradited. 


Above: Wilhelm or ‘Willi’ Bittrich (left, gesturing), seen in 
September 1943 when commander of the Hohenstaufen 
Division. Bittrich is perhaps best known in the West for his 
victory at Arnhem as commander of II SS Panzer Corps. 


Paut HAUSSER 


Perhaps the most important offieerän the history of 
the Waffen-SS, Paul Hausser-wás a decorated army 
officer during World War I. After retiring in 1932 as a 
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Major-General, he became involved in veterans’ orga 
joining the SS-Verfügungstruppen two 
rs later, Within this organization, Hausser began a 
an officer responsible for 
bringing proper organization, taining and discipline 
to this armed branch of the, Schutzstaffe. As the 
inspector of the original régiments of the future 
Waffen-SS, he developed close ties to his troops, who 
referred to him a8*Papa’ Hausser. 

After the ‘conquest of Poland, Hausser organized 
the Deutschland, Germania, and Der Führer regiments 
into a unified division, which would eventually be 
known as the 2nd SS Panzer Division Das Reich. While 
leading this division during Operation ‘Barbarossa’, 
he was severely wounded, losing an eye. As a result, 
Willi Bittrich assumed command of the division, while 
Ha 
medals that he earned during the course of the war. 

The following year, Hausser became commander of 
the SS Panzer Corps and continued to distinguish 
himself on the Eastern Front. In early 1943, he defied 
Hitler and pulled his divisions out of Kharkov when 
the Red Army threatened to encircle them inside the 
city, then Fecaptured Kharkov in a brilliant counter- 
attäck, earning the Oak Leaves as a result. A year later, 
he distinguished himself by directing the successful 
breakout through the Falaise Pocket in France. By the 
end of the war, he had achieved the rank of SS- 
Oberstgruppenführer und Generaloberst der Waffen-SS. 


nizations befor 
y 
second milii 


ry career 


er received the Knight's Cross, one of many 


GEoRG KEPPLER 
A native of Mainz, Georg Keppler had won the Iron 
Cross and other medals for his actions-during World 


War I. For 15 years, he pursued career as a police 


official before joining the SS-Verfügungstruppen in 
1935. After becoming a battalion commander in the 


Deutschland Regiment, Keppler raised 
the Der Führer Regiment. 

In 1940, he received the Knight's Cross for his 
leadership in the invasion of Holland. Two years later, 
Keppler took charge of the Das Reich Division, leading 
that organization for almost a year before becoming 
a corps commander in the Waffen-SS. Like Bittrich, he 
ry career holding the rank of 


and organized 


finished his mil 


SS-Oberguppenführer und General der Waffe 


end of the war. 


MATTHIAS KLEINHEISTERKAMP 

A distinguished veteran of World War I, 
Kleinheisterkamp hailed from the Rhineland. Before 
the Nazi seizure of power, he had served in the 
Freikorps and the Reichswehr (the German Army of the 
Weimar Era). In 1938, Kleinheisterkamp beeame an 
officer in the Deutschland Regiment and saw action in 


Matthi; 


France two years later. After serving in the Totenkopf 
Division, he assumed command of Das Reich in 
January 1942, earrüng the Knight's Cross during his 
tenure. Latet in the war, Kleinheisterkamp became a 


corps commander and achieved the rank of SS- 
Obergruppenfithrer und General der Waffen-SS before 
committing suicide on 8 May 1945. 


FRITZ KLINGENBERG 

Born in 1912, Fritz Klingenberg joined the SS- 
Verfügungstruppen shortly after its creation and later 
attended the cadet school at Bad Tölz. At firşta com- 
pany officer in the Deutschland Regiment, he later 
became the commander of the Das Reich Motorcycle 
Battalion. During the Balkans Campaign of 1941, 
Klingenberg became a national celebrity 
the Knight’s Cross when he captured the city of 
Belgrade with only a handful of men. Eventually pro- 
moted to the rank of SS-Obersturmführer, he later com- 
manded the 17th SS-Panzergrenadier Division Götz von 
Berlichingen and was killed in action in March 1945. 


WALTER KRÜGER 


A native of Alsace, Walter Krüger was a decorated 
during World War L Like 
nheisterkamp, he also spent time during the 


army officer 
Kl 
interwar period serving in the Fréikorps and the 
Reichswehr. In 1 Krügen- joined the 
Verfügungstruppen and-/served in the Germania 
Regiment before becoming an instructor at the cadet 
school at, Bad Tölz. After commanding the SS 
Panzergrenadier Division Polizei and reaching the 
rank of SS-Obergruppenführer, he took over Das Reich in 
March 1943 and led the division until the end of the 
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year, earning the Oak, Leaves during his time of 


service. In May 1945, he died under myst 


circumstances after Germany’s surrender 


Otto Kumm 

Born in 1909, Otto Kumm distinguished himself in 
combat during the conquest of France, earning two 
Iron Cross medals and a promotion to battalion, and 
later regimental, commander. On the Eastern Front 


he won the Knight’s Cross and the Oak Leaves as 


Above: Matthias Kleinhei ‚en here a 


jerkamp, m 


der of the Nord Div in May 1943, served only briefly 
as commander of Das Reich from 1 January 1942 until 
April of that year. He committed suicide on 8 May 1945. 


leader of the Der Führer Regiment. Later in the war 


Kumm commanded the 7th SS-Freiwilligen-Gebirgs- 


Division) Prinz Eugen in Yugoslavia. Eventually, he won 


the Oak Leaves with Swords and attained the rank of 
SS-Brigadeführer und Generalmajor der Waffen-SS, 


m 
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Heinz BERNARD LAMMERDING 

An engineering officer in the SS-Verfügungstruppen 
before the war, Heinz Lammerding served in the 
Totenkopf Division during the 1940 invasion of 
France. A year later, he went with his division to 
fight in the Soviet Union. On two occasions, 
Lammerding commanded Das Reich. In the spring 
and summer of 1944, his division was waining new 


recruits in southern F 


nce, where they were 
stationed when the Allied invasion of Normandy 
began on 6 J 


For several days, Lammerding and his subordinate 


officers struggled to move their regiments and battal- 
ions north to help repel enemy forces in France. 
However, transportation problems and sabotage activ- 
ities on the part of the French Resistance hindered 


Das Reich in its efforts to reach Normandy. Eventually, 


guerilla attacks against the division provoked a battal- 


ion in the Der Führer Regiment into massacring most 


of the inhabitants of Oradoursur-Glane. Although 


Lammerding was convicted and sentenced to death 


in absentia: by a French court after the war, the 
German G 
he lived a prosperous existence until dying of cance! 
in 1971 


ernment refused to extradite him, and 


WERNER ÜSTENDORFF 
Born in the city of Königsberg in 1903, Werner 


Ostendorff was an officer and skilled pilot inthe 


Reichswehr before joining the SS-Verfiigungstruppen in 
1935. During the war he saw action in Pöland, France 
nd the 


Soviet Union, receiving several medals for his 


bravery. As an officer in the Das Reich Division 
Ostendorf participated in the attack on Moscow and 
nd Kharkov 

In 1944, he assumed command of the 17th SS 


the battles at Yelnya 


Pafizetgrenadier Division. Severely wounded during 


Normandy campaign, Ostendorff eventually 


recovered and took charge of Das Reich on 4 February 


1945, at a time when the severely depleted unit w 


trying to stop the Red Army in Hungary. Wounded 


again near Stuhlweissenburg, he died of his injuries 
in a hospital in Austria and was posthumously award- 
ed the Oak Le 


ves. 


SYLVESTER STADLER 

A native of Austria, Sylvester Stadler distinguished 
himself in combat in Poland, France and the Soviet 
Union. During the course of the war, he won the Iron 
Cross, the Knight's Cross, the Oak Leaves, the Oak 
Leaves with Swords, and other decorations. In south- 


1 France, Stadler was serving as commander of the 
Der Führer Regiment when he heard that Otto 
Dickmann, one of his battalion commanders, had 
ordered the massacre of the population of Oradour- 


sur-Glane. Although Stadler initiated cou tial 


m: 


proceedings- against Dickmann, the battalion 
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commander perished in Normandy before any 
ict could be reached. Meanwhile, Stadler 


received a promotion to SS-Brigadeführerand assumed 


command of the 9th SS Panzer Division, Like most 
other SS divisional officers, he served in Hungary and 


Austria when the war came to an end. 


FELIX STEINER 
Born in East Prussia, Felix Steiner was one of the most 
important officers in the history ofthe Waffen-SS, In 
World War I, he had seen a 


at deal of combat and 


the Iron Cross and-other medals. Dui 


v ng th 


interwar period, Steiner served inthe Freikorps and 


the Reichswehr. About two years after the Nazi seizure 
of power, he joined the SS-Verfiigungstruppen and 
participated in, thé development of the Deutschland 


Regiment and an SS training camp in Dachau. Before 


r established a model tr 
ce of physical fitness and 


the war, Stei 


that stressed the importa 


light infantry tactics. 
As commander of the Deutschland Regiment in the 


early years of the war, Steiner led his troops in Poland 


France and the Ukraine. Earning several decorations 


assumed command of the 


for his leadership, he late 


Wiking Division. In 1943, Steiner formed III SS Panzer 


Corps, an organization that included 1 man vol- 


unteers from all over Europe, Like other senior 
German military officers he sought to prevent his 
troops from falling into Soviet captivity when the 
Third Reich was in its death throes. Steiner and his 
troops spent the last days of the war fighting past the 


Red-Army in order to surrender to the Western Allies. 


CHRISTIAN TYCHSEN 

Born in 1910 in Schleswig-Holstei 
joined the SS-Verfügungstruppen just before reaching 
age of 24. During Operation ‘Barbarossa’, he com- 


Christian Tychsen 


the 


manded a motorcycle company in Das Reich, In 1943 


Tychsen was in charge of a panzer unit at Kharkov, 


earning the Knight's Cross for his) performance in 
combat, After distinguishing himself in action along 
the River Dnieper, he won the Oak Leaves and was 


promoted to the rank of SS-Obersturmbannfühn: 


Wounded several times during the course of the 
war, Tychsen assumed command of the Das Reich 


Division on 26 July 1944. Two days later, an American 


tank attacked him while he was riding in his staff car 


ng the struggle for Normandy. Severely wounded 


from the encounter, Tychsen eventually died from his 


wounds while receiving medical treatment, and was 


buried in an unmarked grave 


Left: (left to right) Karl Kreutz (later the final comman- 
der of Das Reich), Heinz Harmel, commander of the 
Deutschland Regiment, Paul Hausser, corps commander, 


and Heinz Lammerding, twice divisional commander. 
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HERBERT ERNST VAHL 
n military officer and deco- 
Id War I, 


commanded a Wehrmacht panzer unit during the 


An experienced Prus: 


rated veteran of We Herbert Ernst Vahl 


Polish invasion. On 1 August 1942, he transferred to 
the Waffen-SS and took charge of the Das Reich Panzer 


Regiment. Within this organization, Vahl earned the 


Knight's Cross for ‘distinguished service on the 
Eastern Front. 


For litile over a month, he temporarily assumed 


command of the Das Reich Division in 1943 before 
being replaced by Kurt Brasack. After this assign- 


ment, Vahl became 


spector general for all SS panz- 


er formations, In July 1944, he took charge of the SS 


Division Polizei and oversaw tions 


nti-partisan opei 


in northern Greece. Nine days after beginning this 
assignment, Vahl died in a car accident 


Fritz Vogt 
A native of Munich, Fritz Vogt was born in 19 A 
member of the SS-Verfügungstruppen since 1935, he 


served in the SS-Verfiigungs Division Reconnaissance 
Detachment during the invasion of Holland and 
d bunkers 


France. After wrecking a section of fort 


along the Meuse-Waal Canal and capturing an entire 


French battalion near Lys, Vogt earned the Knight's 


Cross. During the invasion of the Soviet Union, he 
fought in other SS divisions and eventually was killed 


in Czechoslovakia in April 19 


Otto WEIDINGER 
The son of a post-office worker, Otto Weidinger was 


born in 1914. After being rejected by the Army and 


the police, he enlisted in the SS-Verfügungstruppen in 


1934. A yedr later, he graduated from the SS cadet 


schoól-in Brünswick and served in a reconnaissance 
unit attached to the Deutschland Regiment. After 


seeing action in Poland, France, Yugoslavia and the 


Soviet Union, he returned to his school as an instruc 


tor. From June 1944 until the end of the war 
Weidin 
distinguishing himself i 
His | 
of Germ 


er commanded the Der Führer Regiment 


France and later Hungary 


t operation in the Waffen-SS was the evacuation 


residents from Prague asthe Red Army 


approached the city 


Heinz WERNER 
Born 1917, Heinz Werner 


France and the Soviet Union 


served in Holland, 


ng two Iron 
1 Gold during the 


Crosses and the German Cross 


campaigns within these 


eas. Eventually promoted. 
to SS-Sturmbannführer, he assumed command of 3rd 
(Armoured) Battalion, Der Führer Regiment. On the 


Western Front, Werner reccived the Knight's Cross. 


Shortly before the German surrender in May 1945, he 


won the Oak Leaves. 


GüNTHER EBERHARD WiSLICENY 


Eberhard Wisliceny 


A native of East Prussia, Günth. 
came from an aristocratic family that had forfeited its 


Left: Herbert Ernst Vahl was temporary commander of 
the Das Reich Division for approximately five weeks 
before being replaced by Kurt Brasack, who was replaced. 
himself by Walter Krüger at the end of March 1943. 
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wealth to the Polish Government after World War I. 
miner before 


For three years he worked as a coa 
serving in the Army. A member of the Allgemeine-SS 
since 1933, he transferred to the LeibstandarteSS Adolf 
Hitler in the early years of the war. 

Later transferred to Das Reich, be became a battal- 
ion commander in the Deutschland Regiment. At 
Kursk and other areas inthe Soviet Union, he earned 
the Gold Wound Badge, the Knight's Cross and other 
decorations. During the last year of the war, he also 


distinguished himself in Normandy, the Falaise 
Pocket and the Ardennes. After Wisliceny surren- 
r, the 


cans at the end of the w; 


dered to the Ame 


French imprisoned him until 1951. 


Fritz Witt 


Born in 1908, Fritz Witt began his career in the 


Waffen-SS as a member of the Leibstandarte before 
transferring to the Deutschland Regiment. A company 


ign, he won two 


commander during the Polish camp: 


Iron Crosses and later distinguished himself i 


Holland. After showing more talented leadership at 


iial and the Plateau of Langres, Witt 
In October 1940, he 


La Bassee 
earned ie Knight’s Cross. 
ved more 


returned to the Leibstandarte and rec 


medals for his actions in the Balkans and the Soviet 
Union. Commanding the 12th SS Panzer Div 
Hitlerjugend during the Normandy campaign, Witt 


perished amid an Allied naval barrage. 


HEINRICH WULF 

The son of a waitress, Heinrich Wulf grew-up in a 
singh ent household after his father had been 
killed fighting in World War L, After dropping out of 
school at the age of 16, he unsuccessfully attempted 


. he gained 


to enlist in the Reichswehr. In 193 
entrance into the SS-Verfügungstruppen and became 
an officer within four years. After serving in Poland 
and France, Wulf became an instructor at the SS 
1943 
assumed command of the Das Reich Reconnaissance 
He led this formation until the Normandy 


cadet school in Bad Tölz, then in October 


Battalion 
campaign, when an artillery shell crippled his left leg 
and thus took him out of the war permanently. 


Above: Günther Eberhard Wisliceny won the Knight's 
Cross of the Iron Cross with Swords for his distinguished 
conduct in combat in the last months of the war, the 151st 


recipient of the award. 


During the mareh from Montauban to the front 
in Normandy, SS-Sturmbannführer Wulf led his bat- 
talion into the village of Tulle and chased a group 
of Resistance partisans out of the area. Before leav- 
ing the village, he ordered the execution of almost 
100 residents by hanging in retaliation for German 
soldiers who had been killed by the insurgents. 
After the war, a French court sentenced Wulf to a 
prison term of 10 years, Meanwhile, the hangman 
at Tulle, Otto Hoff, received a life sentence and the 
battalion interpreter, Paulette Geissler, a three-year 
term. Ultimately, the-three defendants went free in 


1952 after sitting in jail for only a few months. 
Wulf, Hoff and Geissler were the only members of 
the Das Reich Reconnaissance Battalion to be tried 
for these executions. 
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LINEAGE 


SS Verfügungstruppe SS Division Das Reich 
SS Division Verfügungstruppe SS Panzergrenadier Division Das Re 
SS Division Deutschland Kampfgruppe SS Division Das Reich 
SS Division Reich (mot. Ind SS Panzer Division Das Reich 


Kampfgruppe SS Division Reich 


ORDER OF BATTLE: JUNE 1944 


Many of the men who fought in Normandy with the Das Reich 


i. Wallen SS divi 20 flamethrowers 


division were nor geizeled veterans of the Eastern F 


sions suffered high casualties due to the length of time they served on 6x 20mm (0 cannon 


the frontline, The division lost 11,000 men in 1941/2, and 


approximately 2500 men were left when the division moved to France 2nd SS Aufklärungsabteilung (Reconnaissance) Battalion 
in April 1944. These men formed the core of the new division which wen 
rapidly grew to a strength of over 15,000 men. 93 vehicles. 
35 x 200m (Ain) Pak cann 
3rd SS P: ‚nadier Regiment Deutschland wröyches 
3242 men mm (2.95in) SP guns 
7 vehicles 6 Namethrowers 
88 motorcycles 
24 famehrowers ind SS Nachrichtensturmbann (Signals) Battalion 
12.8 120mm (4.7in) mortars 
12x 105mm (4.Lin) howitzers 
6x 150mm (5.9in) howitzers A motoreycles. 
Aib SS Panzergrenadier Regiment Der Führer ind SS Panzerjáger Battalion 
As the Deutsöhland Regiment 513 men 
135 vehicles 
2nd SS Panzer Regiment 31 x 75mm (2.95in) SP guns 
2101 men moreyeles 
13 vehicles 12 Pak guns 
64 PzKpfw IV tanks 
62 PzKpfw V Panther tanks SS Nebelwerfer Battalion 
53 motoreycles 173 men 
8x 37mm (LATin) Flak cannon 107 vehicles 
6x 20mm (0.79in) Flak cannon. 18 Nebelwerfer weapons 
Vd SS Artillery Regiment 
2167 men ind SS Sturmgeschütz Battali 
A vehicles !4 men 
10m les 100 vehicles. 
12 x 170mm (69n) howitzers 30 Sturmgeschütz HI and IV SP guns 
12 x 150mm (5.9in) howitzers 11 motoreycles 
m (lin) howitzers 
Ls 105mm (tin) SP Division Headquarters 
6x 150mm (5.9in) SP guns HI men. 
2 vehicles 
id SS Pioneer Battalion. 8 motoreyclés 


212 vehicles 
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SS Verfüngs Division SS Regiment 11 
1ILITL/SS V EStandarte Der Führe SS Kradschutzen-Abteilung 
LILIL/SS V EStandarte Deutschland SS-AnillerieRegiment 
LILUN/SSNTStandarte Germa SS-Aufklarung Abteilung 


LILIL/SS VTAvillerie-Standarte SS-Panzerjäger-Abteilun 
IVV/SS.VFAntllerieStandarte SS-Flak-Abreilun 
SS.MT-Aufklarung Abteilung SSPioncer-Abteilung 


SS.MT-Panzerjäger Battalion 4fórined 10.6.39) SS-Sturmgeschutz-Batterie 


SS VT-FlakAbteilung (formed 10.6.9) 


SS.MT-Pioneer-Ableilung General Composition 
SS VT-NÁcliriéhten-Abteiluni Stab der Division 
SS V I-Panzerabwehr-Abteilung SSStandarte Germania (removed from division 11.40) 


SSVEFlak-Abweilu id SS-Panzergrenadien Regiment Deutschland. 


SS-Ersatz-Ahreilung di SS Pas 


'engrenadier Regiment Der Fü 


SS-Infanteric-Rejgimen Langemarck (removed summer 43) 


hed on SSinf 0) 


dtérte Regiment 11 (dishanded 


SS-Regiment Germania, plus other divisional elements, de 


1.12.10 to form nucleus of SS Division Wiking: SS Regiment 11. And SS PanzerRegiment 


formerly S$-TotenkopfStandarte 11, replaced it. The division was nd SS-Panzerfäger-Abteiluung 


lesignated SS-Division Reich (mot.) on 28.14 Ind SSSturmgeschutz-Abiei 


2nd SSPanzer-Artillerie Regiment 
SS-Division Reich (mot.) 2nd SS Flak Abteilung 


SSWerferAbteilu 


SS-Regiment Deutsehla 
SS-Regiment Der Führer 2nd SS-Panzer-NachrichtenAbteilung 


11. SS-Infanteric-Regiment SS Panzer Auiklanungs Abteilung 


SS-Antillerie Regiment Reich id SS-Panzer-Pioncer 


SS-Panzerjägger- Abteilung Reich 1 8$-Kradschutzen-Bata 
ji 


SSPioneer Abteilung Reich A SSDina 
SS-Ffak-Abteilung Reich md S$-Feldlararcıt 
SS-Nachrichten-Abteilung 2nd SS-Kriegsberichter Zug 


SS Feldgendarmerie-Tiupp 


Reich Divisional Support Troops 
SS Feldersaty-Batillon 


June 1941 
SS-Regiment Der Führer 


SS-Regiment Deutschland 


19.10.39 — 14.1041. Oberstgruppenführev Paul Hausser 4 Standartenführer Christian Tychsen 


3.10.4 Brigadeführer Otto Baum 


14.1041 — 31.1241. Obergruppekifülirer Wilhelm Bittrich 
11.12.41 — 19.442 Obergruppenführer Mathias Kleinheisterkamp 
10.243 Obergruppenführer George Keppler 201,45 — 20.145 Standartenführer Karl Kreutz 


7 Werner O» 


3044-3 


1.45 Gruppenführer Heinz Lan 


18:343. Brigadeführer Herbert-Ernst Vahl 29.1.45 — 9.5.45. Gruppe 


20/343. Oberführer Kurt Brasack Standarte 


5.45 Standartenführer Karl Kre 


24.10.49 Obergruppenführer Walter Krüger 


1043- 24.7.4 Gruppenführer Heinz Lammerding 
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WAR SERVICE 


Date Army Army Area 
141-341 Ist Army D 
12th Army 
on refitting Bak Wehrkreis XVII 

741-941 NNNNVI ?nd Panzer Gron Cenue Smolensk, Kiev 
10. [EST Group Centre Vyama 
na KANN er Group Centre Moscow 
142 NNNAXVI Mh Pz. Army Centre Moshaisk 
2.2 v ‘th Army Centre Rehev 

XXXVI Mh Army Centre [x 

xxvi 9th Army Cente Rohey 

Reserve ch Army Centre Rzhev 

SS Panzer Corps 15ih Army D Rennes 

Reserve p 
m Reserve OKH L South Russi 
s3 SS Panzer Corps Hih Pz Army South Kharkov 
ias Reserve Kempf Sow Kharkov 
545-64 refitting N Kharkov 
7.18 [ES Kharkov South Belgorod 
sas Reserve ORH uh Pz. Army Sout Stalino 
sas m Bih Army South Pohava 
[m xxiv Sih Aru Soul Dniepr 
"as NXXXVIIE Mh Pz. Army Sout Kiev, Fastow 
mas xxxn Mh Pz. Army South Zhivomii 
La NNNXVIIL Ms Pz. Army Sout Nines 
adest LXXXVI Ist Army n Toulouse 
idi Iss refitting D milous 
5M - 6M Reserve Fih Army D Toulouse 
7. LXXXIV ih P. A B Normandy 
Dm uss 7th Army B Normandy 
9.41 Iss Tih Army s Fife 
mm INVI rh Pz. Army b Kite 
11.0 refitting Bab th PAm Paderborn 

Reserve [m OB West Ardennes 
145 uss th Pz. Army s Ardennes 
245-345 refitting/ Reserve BE South Hungary 
145 nss South Hungary 
545 Ce Bohemia 


* A battle group (kanmpferuppe) remained in the Soviet Uni nu. 
244 XXXXVUL Ah Pz Army South Vinnits 
5.4 LIX Ist Pz. Arm South 
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Leibstandarte Das Reich 
KIA WA MIA Tsat KIA WA MIA Total 

ph s e e o 290 
6j 4 m T 2 

my d 07 gs 
Sh so è w 6 M7. 0 0 

T 12M 5 2 5 
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1 July 6-0 won 1 2 
12 July mes uo aw a ^n 
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Note: Losses are given as Killed in (KIA), Wounded in action (WIA) 
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2 wood 
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Missing in action 
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